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Count it the greatest sin to prefer life to honor, 
ana for the sake of living lose what makes life worth living 


—— Decimus Juvenal 


Bonhoeffer believed that when Jesus said, 
“Take up your cross ana follow me he was really saying, 
“Come with me and die!” Any attempt to follow Christ. on the basis of 


partial commitment is trying to buy Heaven with only casual discipleship. 


THANK YOU 


Dr. Mike Lefkowitz 
My brother Bill and his wife Diane for gifting me with a clinging cross. 
. Beth Crocher 
Clare Hall & Ginnie Whitehead 


And the Lord Jesus for His gift of life 


Synopsis OF Book Four Love Promises 


The Bethany Inn is flourishing under the leadership of Zaccheus 
and Hiram. Their wives see to the needs of the guests. Kezia and Fidelia 
serve the meals. On special evenings Kezia tells stories to the guests. 
One night an old friend comes to listen. It is Enoch who hopes to marry 
Kezia. As Enoch courts her, Bartemaus shows up with the same idea. 


A peddler named Yakov comes to the inn. This is not the first time 
that he and Zaccheus have crossed paths. He brings to Zaccheus the gift 
box Yakov and his brothers stole from him many years ago. 


The Apostle Paul ministers to Amos’ family in Lystra. As Silas begins 
his own journey for the Lord; his father Amos begins to understand who 
Jesus is. 


By the end of the book, Kezia and Fidelia have given birth to their 
first born. Kezia, Fidelia, Rachael, and their children were gathering for 
prayer time and were arrested by the Romans for their faith. Their faith 
is now being tested in Prison Promises. 


vil 


Case OF Characters 


In Bethany: 

The Household of Zacheus 
Zaccheus: Owner of the Bethany Inn and former tax collector 
Onnua: wife of Zaccheus 
Hiram: Zaccheus’ former servant and now partner at the inn 
Mydia: wife of Hiram 
Fidelia: daughter of Jathar and her son Jude 

Other People in Bethany 
Eunice: wife of Amos and mother to Bartemaus, Silas and Clovese 
Amos: husband of Eunice and father of her children 


In Jerusalem: 
Cleopas and Rachael: believers in Jerusalem 
Lydia, Nathanael, Talya and Timon: their children 
Caiaphas and Rona: High priest and his wife 
Eve: an old woman and baker of dill bread 
Mahnoah: a jeweler 
Kezia: daughter of Hiram and Mydia 
Esmira: daughter of Kezia and Bartemaus 
Bartemaus: son of Eunice and Amos, husband of Kezia 
Marcus Tiberius: Centurion in charge the prison 
Navia Tiberius: wife of Marcus Tiberius 
Corello, Marcellus, and Benito: guards at the prison 
Darcia: an old woman, a prisoner 
Anna Elsbeth and her family: aunt to Cleopas 
Nicodemus: one of the leaders of the Temple 
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Hasmic: wife of Nicodemus 
Min: servant of Nicodemus and Hasmic 
King Ahab and his band of urchins 


Little Simon: a street urchin 


Chapter One 


rip! Drip! A pause. Drip! Kezia was counting them unconsciously. 

She was awake. Had she been asleep? Was the light in the tiny 
window morning light or the lights of the city? How had she gotten 
them all in this mess? She loved Jesus. He had died on a cross for her; 
surely she could do this for Him and love of Him. Drip! Drip! Cough! 
The cough was in another cell. She was cold so she instinctively pulled 
Esmira closer to keep the child warm. Was this just Uncle Caiaphas’ way 
of teaching her a lesson? Maybe when he was satisfied they had learned 
from this they could go home. She could only hope. And pray. As she 
prayed she clung with one arm to Esmira and with the other hand to 
the cross the soldier had made. She had been praying since they were 
brought here yesterday afternoon. 

And she remembered yesterday. They had walked to Eve’s house. 
They had chatted with her. She and Shua had walked back with Shua 
chattering at her side, exploring all the sights and sounds of Jerusalem. 
They had been arrested. Pharaoh had died trying to save her. Poor 
dear, devoted Pharaoh! And then little Shua, left behind, alone, in the 
doorway. At least he had not been arrested. But was he safe? He was 
alone in a city he did not know. 

And the children and Rachael and ‘Delia. It was fine for her to stand 
for Jesus. But what of them? Well, Rachael would, and did, agree. But 
not the children and . . . ‘Delia? What of her? They were so frightened 
last night that all they had time for was to calm the children, pray, and 
go to sleep. Well, she would see what today would bring. 

Drip! Drip! She was so thirsty and that drip was so annoying. She 
had searched the cell for the source of the noise hoping for water of some 
sort for the children, but the dripping was not in their cell. 
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Esmira moaned and Kezia held her closer. She was too little to really 
understand any of this. All she knew was that she was not in her home, 
and that she was cold and hungry. Kezia had nursed her of course, but 
she was already eating solid foods. Would they be fed? Would it be food 
for babies? 

Yes, that was light at the window. Maybe a new day would bring 
answers. Or more questions. And again she prayed. She prayed for 
them and Shua. She prayed for her husband and Cleopas on their 
mission trip. She wished she knew where they were. Could they be 
in prison somewhere too? She thanked the Lord for Pharaoh and the 
companionship he and she had shared. Hadn’t he, in a sense, picked 
Bartemaus for her husband? And then she began to cry again. She had 
loved that dog. If it was love that you felt for an animal. Pharaoh had 
loved her and died showing it. 

The others in the cell were beginning to stir. She must be strong 
for all of them. 


te alae 


Shua had watched the whole scene from the shelter of the doorway. 
And when the soldiers had taken the women and the other children, 
he had gone to Pharaoh who lay in the dust with a spear in his side. 
He wasn’t sure how long he had knelt there crying. Pharaoh was his 
friend. His Kezia was gone, and the street was silent. The house where 
they should be hearing stories about Jesus was empty. He went in there 
and looked around. The date pastries were on the table, but he was too 
sick to eat them. There was an overturned stool on the floor. A bowl of 
grapes had scattered across the floor as well. He didn’t want to touch 
anything. Shua returned to the door and looked out at the once busy 
street. The doors, usually open for air, were all shut. The people and 
children usually about were gone. He guessed that Roman soldiers did 
that to people. 

What should he do? Maybe he could find Eve’s house. She would 
have an idea what to do. And so he started out in the direction they 
had come home from. It never occurred to him to wait there for his 
father, Zaccheus. . 
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He had walked all afternoon looking for Eve’s house and had gotten 
completely lost. He had tried to find Kezia’s house again, but could not. 
When it got dark he had hidden in an alley between two buildings and 
though exhausted could hardly sleep because he was so scared. He was 
afraid to ask anyone for help because he thought they would just laugh 
at him. 

And now it was morning. He was hungry since he had only had 
breakfast the day before. And he was thirsty. Well, there were wells all 
over the city so he could find water. But food? He had no money. When 
they came up yesterday there had been no reason to have money. They 
were to be at Kezia’s all afternoon and then his father or Hiram would 
come to escort them home. 

Maybe in the daylight he could recognize something that would 
help him find either Eve or Kezia’s house. Early on in his wanderings 
he did find a well. There were women drawing there and he waited his 
turn as his mother had taught him. One of the women looked at him 
and asked if he was from around there. She said that she knew most of 
the local children and he was not one of them. Shua was a little shy by 
nature and just sipped his water looking at her up through his eye lashes. 
She made a comment about his rudeness in not answering and went her 
way. Then he realized he could have told her his dilemma but it was too 
late. He washed the dust off his face as well, and drank some more of 
the cool water. He dried his hands on his tunic and realized his mother 
would scold if she had seen him do it. It was yesterday morning that he 
had waved goodbye so casually and he realized how much he missed her. 

Shua came to a street with some vendors and he was hungry. There 
was bread and he could smell the aroma of it. There were fruits and 
wares. His tummy growled. He was very tempted to help himself since 
he was so hungry, but then he could almost hear his mother reprimand 
him for even thinking such a thing. He did not remember this street 
from his walk yesterday with Kezia. How could he be so lost? He 
decided to ask one of the vendors. But as he walked up and stood near 
the man’s table, his tongue got huge and he could not speak. So he just 
stood there. Then the man looked at him and squinted up his eyes. 

“I’m watching you! If you touch my food, I'll break your hands!” 
Shua just looked at him but could not speak. “Go on, you urchin! Get 
away from here!” 
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Shua commanded himself to speak. “Please, sire, I think I am lost. 
Do you know the woman Eve? Do you know where she lives?” 

“Eve? Eve who?” 

How many Eve’s could there be, thought Shua. “She’s a really old 
woman who has an herb garden and there is a well near her home.” 

“Don’t know who you mean. And don’t hang around here.” 

There was a man standing near by who heard this conversation. He 
bought some bread from the vendor and came over to Shua. “Are you 
hungry, son?” 

“Yes, sir, I’ve lost my way. Do you know where Eve lives?” 

The man gave him some bread and said kindly, “I’m not sure, but 
I could help you look.” He put his arm about Little Yeshua’s shoulder 
and led him away. 


Panis net 


At the appointed time, two hours before the first watch, Zaccheus 
had started for Jerusalem to escort his son and ‘Delia and her child 
home. Hiram was busy cooking and the ladies did not like to walk to 
Jerusalem alone, so Zaccheus made his second trip to the Holy city in 
one day. He hummed to himself as he walked along. Some rowdy people 
passed him coming out of town and a few made fun of him because he 
was so short. But he was in a good mood and smiled at them, saluted 
and went his way this time whistling. They had meant to rile him, 
but not getting the reaction they wanted, they laughed raucously and 
continued down the road. 

Zaccheus, who had once worked as a tax gatherer for Rome in 
Jerusalem, was very familiar with the city. He went first to a vendor and 
bought some treats for Kezia that he knew she liked and then turned 
his steps to her home. He sensed that something was wrong before he 
got to the corner of her street. It was very quiet. He saw that doors were 
closed and shutters were drawn. And then there in front of her house 
a sight that sickened him; the dead carcass of Pharaoh with a spear in 
him. Suddenly his heart was beating rapidly and he went to the open 
door, the only open door on the street. The room was in disarray and 
flies were working on the date pastries on the table. He called for his 
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family. But he knew they were not here. He stumbled back into the 
street and just barely stopped himself from vomiting. 

The short man rested his head against the door frame and realized 
his forehead was wet with sweat. He took a few deep breaths trying to 
think. That's when he saw movement at one of the doors of the houses 
opposite. He hurried across the street and banged on the door. No 
answer. He banged louder. Still no one came. He knew someone was 
in there. He had seen them. He called out, “I know you are there. I’ll 
not leave until you open the door!” And he banged some more. Slowly 
the door creaked open a crack. “Where are the people who live across 
the way?” 

The eye and the nose peaking around the door moved back and 
forth. 

“Please, tell me what you saw!” 

The door opened a little further and a face poked out and looked 
up and down the street. “Soldiers!” She tried to close the door again but 
Zaccheus prevented it. 

“They took everyone?” 

“Women, children, no men.” Again she glanced around. 

“Tell me; was there a boy about so high with them?” He showed 
about how tall Shua was with his hand. 

“Babies, children, all gone.” Before Zaccheus could ask anymore, 
the door was slammed and he could hear the bolt being thrown. 

He needed to find them. His son, Kezia and her child, “Delia and 
Jude were gone. But then he saw Pharaoh lying in the road. He could 
not leave Kezia’s friend in the road. He needed to think too. Where 
would someone take them? The spear was Roman. The woman said 
soldiers. Maybe they were at the fortress, the bowels of which were a 
prison. Oh, God, please don’t let it be so. 

First things first he thought. He went to Pharaoh and pulled the 
spear from his lifeless body and threw it as far as he could down the 
road. He heard it rattle along the cobblestones. Then he hefted Pharaoh 
up into his arms and carried him into the house. He pulled the door 
closed and stood on the step a moment trying to remember the shortest 
route from there to the garrison. He chose a path and moved quickly 


in that direction. 
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The fortress that garrisoned the troops was larger than it had ever 
seemed from a distance. He felt even shorter, if that was possible. He 
approached a door and tried to open it. It would not budge. He pounded 
upon it loudly. It was opened by a large, uniformed person who looked 
around as if he saw no one. Then he looked down and shouted, “Stand 
up man, couldn’t even see you there!” Then he laughed loudly at his 
own joke. 

Zaccheus had never been afraid of the Romans when he worked 
for them. Why was he afraid now? “Please, is there someone here who 
would know about the prisoners?” 

The man snorted and pointed with his head behind himself and 
opened the door wider for Zaccheus to pass. There was a man at a low 
table carefully sharpening his sword. Zaccheus approached him and 
when he did not look up, Zaccheus cleared his throat. This soldier 
looked up as if he were being annoyed and cocked his head in question 
to why this little man was standing before him. 

“T have reason to believe that you may have some women here in the 
prison. Women and children. They may have been brought here today.” 

“There are many prisoners here. Too many to keep track of 
sometimes. Murderers, thieves, prisoners of the state. Take your pick!” 

“These women were just meeting in their home. They were talking 
about God.” 

He snorted, “Which god? Whose god?” 

Zaccheus was getting bolder. “Could I see the prisoners? Talk to 
them perhaps?” 

This soldier laughed and he was joined by others in the room. “You 
are that anxious to join them?” 

Zaccheus hadn’t considered that contingency. What good would he 
be to them in the prison too? There would be no one to take word to 
the family, no one to work for their release. But his son might be here. 

“Well, speak up! Should we prepare a cell for you?” 

Zaccheus looked stealthy about the room. “Perhaps I was mistaken.” 
He turned to leave and the guard’s last comment rang in his ears as he 
walked back to the home that had been Kezia and Bartemaus’: “Come 
back, little man of Judea, when you are big enough to face down real 
men of Rome.” 
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Zaccheus needed to think and that was hard for him for his son was 
in danger. And Kezia, the child he loved as a daughter, was in danger. 
He had to assume that “Delia, the daughter of his friend Jathar, and her 
son, whom he pretended was his, was also with them. And who knew 
who else. But he had to work this out in a logical fashion. 

It was dark when he left the garrison. First he must return to the 
house and bury Kezia’s beloved pet. He was sure that he knew why the 
loyal dog had died; saving or trying to save, his Kezia. He went through 
Bartemaus’ things and found a small trowel. He then carried the big 
dog out of the city to the Potter’s field and dug him a grave there. It 
was night and no one saw him. Who would care? He tenderly patted 
the mound of dirt when he was finished, and stifling a sob, turned his 
steps to Bethany. What could he tell his family? 


(a as 


By the time that Zaccheus made it back to Bethany, his family 
there was nearly frantic. Hiram had been out with a lamp looking for 
him. When Zaccheus finally stumbled into the inn, he was exhausted, 
mentally and physically. He had tried ever way in his head to decide 
what to do and none of his ideas seemed practical. At one time he was 
friends of a sort with the magistrate, but that was long ago and the man 
was dead. 

Onnua and Mydia greeted him at the door with worried faces that 
turned to panic when they saw him. His clothing was dirty, his hands 
were grimy and he had blood on his hands and clothing. And worse, 
the children and “Delia were not with him. What had happened, they 
all began asking at once. 

Zaccheus collapsed onto a low stool and Onnua ran for water for 
him. He took a gulp, ran his hand through his beard and bit his 
knuckle. “When I got to Kezia’s home, I found . . . I found, um, the 
door open, the house, a wreck,” he paused trying to get his emotions 


in check. “They were all gone and the street was deserted and .. .” he 
covered his mouth trying not to sob, “and... and Pharaoh was dead 
in the street .. . a Roman spear through him.” 


As Zaccheus cried into his hands the room erupted with questions. 
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“A neighbor told me soldiers had taken all of the women and 
children. I went to the Garrison to look for them, but they wouldn’t tell 
me anything. I buried poor Pharaoh in Potter's field because I could not 
carry him all the way home. But my son, our Kezia and “Delia and. . . I 
don’t know where they are or how to find them. I just don’t know.” And 
this time Zaccheus fell upon the table and cried until his heart would 
break. Onnua and Mydia clung to each other in shock and disbelief. 
Onnua’s stomach began to tie in knots. Zaccheus was the strong one. 
He was the one who made the hard decisions. He was the rock of their 
home. She had never seen him cry like this before. 


Lota’ 


As Kezia realized the others were waking she tried to sort out what 
they should do. And the answer she got was nothing. What could they 
do? They were in a prison and God alone knew what was in store. She 
knew that the younger children were hungry because she could hear 
them asking Rachael for food. She had already nursed her child, but 
how long would her milk last if she got no food or drink? She tried to 
think but she had not eaten since yesterday morning and her head was 
blurry. 

Jude began to wail loudly about then and Kezia knew that Fidelia 
was trying to feed him. He had always been a stubborn and colicky 
child. This experience was not going to make it easier on him or his 
mother. She looked about the dungeon room and could see the shadow 
of Lydia wrapped around her brother Nathanael to keep him warm. She 
got up and went to ‘Delia, “Let me try to nurse him, I have some milk 
left.” Fidelia gladly handed over her son for someone else to deal with. 
She was surprised that suddenly she was holding Esmira. ‘Delia had to 
relieve herself. But where could she in these confines? She did not want 
to do it in front of these children. She could hear Kezia praying. That 
set her teeth on edge. It was praying, and meeting to talk of Jesus that 
had gotten them into this mess. 

Kezia did not realize that while she fed Jude, who was not latching 
on properly, that she was praying out loud. “Heavenly Father, Savior 
Jesus, help me to feed this little one. Help him to take what milk I can 
give. Lord, I know that you know where we are and what has happened 
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to us. Whatever the ordeal ahead, help us to gracefully accept it as your 
will in our lives. We all knew that by accepting you as Savior, we would 
all be called upon someday to test our faith. Help us, Lord, not to be 
found wanting. Help the little ones who do not deserve to be here. 
Bless us and keep us in your holy and precious son Jesus’ name, so may 
it be.” She looked down and found that Jude was suckling greedily at 
her breast. 

Rachael came to her with the twins clutching at her tunic. She 
squatted down near her and asked softly, “Do you have any ideas about 
what we can do? Do you think we will get out of here? Will they feed 
us? We have to do something for the children. I can explain it to Lydia 
and Nathanael, but the twins, they don’t understand. And my milk 
dried up years ago. I heard you praying. Thank you. If Bartemaus’ uncle 
is behind this, how could he do it to his own family? I’m trying not to 
be afraid, but I am.” 

“You should be!” The croaky voice that came out of the dark corner 
startled them both. 

“Who is it? Who's there?” Kezia called out straining to see into the 
corner where the voice had come from. This noise had startled the twins 
and they hid behind their mother. 

There was a rustling sound from the darkness and a bent old woman 
in rags dragged herself from the corner. She was stooped from age, her 
clothing was rags held together by rags, and her nails were long and 
grotesque in the way they curled. She smelled bad, looked ugly and her 
voice was gravely. Her teeth were falling out and there were only a few 
left. Her gums were black with disease. 

“We did not see you back in the corner. When did you come? 
How . . . how long have you been here?” Kezia asked with trepidation. 

The old woman looked about the prison as if she were trying to see 
beyond its walls. Because she was so thin, her eyes seemed large and 
bulging. “A day, a year, forever. You can not keep track . . .” 

“Why did you say we should be afraid?” pressed Kezia. 

“You are beautiful now with your plaited hair and your full bosoms, 
but you will look like me someday and still you will be here . . . waiting.” 

“The Lord, Jesus the Christ, will not leave us without comfort, He 


will come to us.” 
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The old crone laughed a derisive laugh and melted back into the 
corner. 

The women exchanged looks. But then “Delia joined them carrying 
Esmira and asked the question they were thinking. “What was that?” 
The three women, the two toddlers, and the twins huddled on the floor 
discussing their options and what they had just seen. 

The sound of a key turning in a lock startled them. They all looked 
toward the door and saw it creak open. All of their hearts beat faster, 
for they were not sure what would come next. A hand reached in with 
a crock pitcher and a bowl, set them at the top of the stairs and closed 
the door. Before any of them could think, the bundle that was the old 
crone had run for the steps, mounted them, snatched up the bread and 
the pitcher and returned to the depths of her corner. 

Kezia, who was already being looked to as the leader, mounted the 
steps as well and found the bowl empty. She turned and looked into 
the corner bewildered. Was it possible that the old woman had taken 
all that had been provided? She squared her shoulders resolutely and 
marched to the dark corner. 

“Have you eaten all the bread?” 

She could hear water being drunk. Then a hand holding the pitcher 
came into the light. “Here, you can have the rest of the water. They’Il 
bring food again tomorrow. They always do!” 

“But we have children to care for!” 

“Try to keep them quiet!” 

“But you took all the bread!” 

“They finally brought enough for me!” 

Kezia realized that this conversation was going nowhere. She 
climbed back up the stairs. She banged as loud as she could on the door 
and called as loud as she could, “We have children here who need to be 
fed! Please, bring us food for them.” She called and pounded until she 
lost her voice and her hands were sore and then collapsed by the door 
breathing hard to keep herself from sobbing. But no one came. 

Alright, if that was the way it was going to be, they would have to be 
more watchful and band together. But what to do about food for today? 
Keep the children busy and maybe they would not think about it too 
much. She could see that Rachael was already rationing out the water 
for the children and “Delia. Good, that would fill their stomachs a little 
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and they would not feel so empty. If only someone would come and tell 
them why they were there and what would happen next. She saw Lydia 
and Nathanael waking now and they joined their mother and received 
their share of water. She went and squatted with them. Rachael offered 
her the pitcher to drink. There was only a swallow left. 

“Have you had any, Rachael?” asked Kezia before she drank. 

* “TIL have some tomorrow. But you need it for your milk to stay. 
Drink it.” 

Kezia drank almost all of it and gave the rest to her friend and made 
her take the last drops. It was too soon to give up hope, but she had to 
do something. So, she retrieved her child from ‘Delia, pulled her veil 
from her head and wrapped it around her shoulders for extra warmth 
against the damp coolness of the prison. She wrapped Esmira in a long 
corner of it and sat with her back against a support column. “Come 
here children. Make a circle about me and I'll tell you a story.” “Delia 
joined the little ones. Rachael was a little ways from them, but Jude was 
sleeping in her lap. Rather than wake him, they left him there for now. 

“Did you know that Jesus, Our Lord, was hungry once too?” 

Lydia smiled, for she remembered the story. Nathanael just looked 
at her. His normally sunny disposition was not there this morning. 
Maybe he was grumpy with no breakfast. The twins looked at her shyly 
and shook their heads. She could not read “Delia’s expression. She often 
pouted. She then looked at the children’s feet. They were bare as they 
often were this time of year. Not that her sandals gave her that much 
warmth. And their little bodies only had light tunics. She would have to 
think about that too. Food, warmth, water, what else? A quick mental 
prayer and she began her story. She had heard this part of Jesus’ life 
told about and preached about, but she wanted to extend it as long as 
she could to keep the little ones busy and maybe they would not think 
about their very miserable situation. 


When Luke the physician was staying at our inn, he told us all about 
the time of Jesus life after He was baptized. At the beginning of His time 
here on earth, Jesus went to the River Jordan and was baptized by John who 
was His cousin. And God acknowledged Jesus as His Son at that point. And 
when He returned from the Jordan, the Spirit led Him into the wilderness. 
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For forty days and forty nights He fasted and ate nothing, And during that 
time, the devil tempted Him but He did not fall to temptation. 

When the forty days were over, Jesus was very hungry. And the devil 
knew that he was hungry so he said to Jesus, “If you are the Son of God, 
tell this stone to become bread.” Now Jesus was very powerful and he could 
have made anything into bread. Remember, He healed Lydia, Nathanael, 
Timon and Talya’s father’s hand. He healed my Bartemaus great aunts 
legs so she could walk again. So making bread would be very easy. But He 
knew that if He did he would be listening to the devil instead of God. So 
Jesus told the old devil that man did not live on bread alone, but that man 
lives on the words that come from God’s mouth only! 

But that did not stop the devil from bothering Him. Next the devil 
led Jesus up to the highest point in the world and showed Him the entire 
kingdoms of the world. He was able to see them all in a moment of time. 
From there he could see Rome and Egypt and the Philistines and the East 
where the wonderful spices come from. And then the devil said to Him, 
‘T will give You all this that You see. And I will give You all the glories of 
these kingdoms, for it has all been handed over to me. Because I own this 
all, I can give it to anyone that I like. And I will give it all to You.” But 
Jesus knew there was something that Satan would want in return so He 
said nothing. And sure enough the devil continued. “If You worship me, it 
shall all be Yours.” But Jesus, who had never worshiped anyone but God 
whom He called Father, knew what He must answer the devil. And besides, 
because He was God’s only and true Son, he already owned all of it as an 
inheritance from His Father. Satan can only claim it for awhile. So, Jesus 
looked him square in the face and said, “It is written, ‘you shall worship 
the Lord your God and serve Him only.” 

Then the devil took Him up and set Him on the pinnacle of the Temple, 
the Temple of God right here in Jerusalem. And from up there they could 
see all the way to Bethlehem where He was born and all the way to Bethany 
where ‘Delia and Jude and mom and dad and Aunt Onnua and Uncle 
Zaccheus and Shua live. 


And at the mention of Shua’s name she said a prayer for him that 


he was home safe by now. . 
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Satan knew that that was about the highest spot anywhere and he 
wanted to ask Jesus to do one more thing for him. “Tf you are the Son of 
God, cast Yourself down from here; for it is written, ‘God will give His 
angels charge over You to take care of You,’ and also, ‘in their arms they will 
bear You up, so You do not strike Your foot against a stone.” And Jesus was 
not even dizzy as He looked down from that great height on the pinnacle. 
And He knew that Satan was right that God would not allow anything 
to happen to Jesus until His work was done. And then Jesus also quoted 
scripture to Satan, “On the other hand, it is also written that, You shall 
not tempt the Lord your God’.” 

Then Satan tempted Him with every temptation and when he was 
finished and Jesus had not yielded, he departed from Him. The devil was 


going to wait for a more opportune time. 


“So we know that Jesus also knew what it was like to be hungry and 
thirsty.” Kezia moved her child to a better position. 

Lydia looked up with her beautiful blue eyes, “Shall we pray that 
God will send us food and get us out of here?” 

“T think it is always good to pray for all of our needs. Will you pray 
for us?” 

“Why do you encourage the children and lie to them about this? We 
are all in prison and there is no God who can fix that.” The old woman 
had not moved from her corner but had spoken out abruptly. 

Nathanael and Lydia had both been sleeping when the old woman 
had come out earlier. Both of them turned to look into the corner. 

“Tt is alright, children, there is just someone else who shares this 
cell. Do not pay any mind to what she says,” Kezia spoke kindly and 
reassuringly to them. 

Nathanael looked at Kezia and at his mother and asked, “Is she 
right? How long will we be here? As long as forty days?” 

“T do not know if we will be in here for forty days. I do not know 
if we will starve or be very hungry for forty days or the rest of our lives. 
But I do know that we are very lucky, for we have been chosen to walk in 
Jesus footsteps, to be tempted like He was. And I think that we should 
count ourselves blessed.” Kezia prayed silently that she was right. “Lydia, 


will you pray for us?” 
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“Yes, Mistress Kezia.” Lydia looked over her shoulder trying to see 
what was in the dark corner and squinted a little. Then she closed her 
eyes and raised her hands, “Dearest Jesus, I know that you see where 
we are and the situation we are in. Please send us food, I ask not for me 
but for the little ones. And if it be your will send us freedom. I praise 
You and thank You. So may it be.” 

A derisive sound came from the corner followed by coughing. 


ey es 


Shua was brought to an out of the way house on a back alley far 
from the thoroughfare. The man talked kindly and soothingly to him 
as they walked. It was a small house and sparsely furnished. The man 
closed the door soundly behind them. 

“Now tell me about this woman, Eve, you want to find.” He handed 
Shua a cup of wine to drink. Shua tasted it. It was very strong. His 
parents never allowed him anything that strong. 

“Eve is a friend of my great-grandmother. My grandmother is dead 
but Eve still lives here in the city. She has a little house, near a well I 
think, and it is fenced by a short stone fence and it has an herb garden 
in front. It is a little overgrown now since she is getting old. It’s hard for 
her to work in the garden.” 

As Shua talked the man warmed some broth and brought that to 
a low table that had cushions near to recline at. “Why are you looking 
for her?” 

“She will know how to get me home.” 

“You are from somewhere else?” He asked and beckoned for Shua 
to come and lie down on the pillows. 

“Yes, we live outside Jerusalem. I came up to visit my sister.” Shua 
knew that Kezia was not his sister but he always thought of her that 
way. Shua sat on the pillows near the bowl of soup and the man rubbed 
his shoulders and stroked his hair. 

“T could take you home after we eat and have some time to talk. 
Go ahead and start and I will go to the other room for a moment. I’Il 
be right back.” i 

Shua supped a few spoons of the soup and then walked to the cloth 
panel that separated the two rooms. He peeked through it and saw 
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the man undressing. But something else he saw about the naked man 
freighted him. His father had always answered all his questions about 
his body and life in general, especially when Kezia and Fidelia were 
both pregnant. And suddenly he was scared. Something about this 
situation made him uncomfortable. But he was also hungry. So he ran 
to the table, gulped what he could of the soup, snatched up the bread 
and thrust it into his tunic and ran out the door. At the sound of the 
latch, he heard the man follow. 

“Little boy, where are you going?” 

Shua flew across the street and hid behind a cart and some work 
tools. The man came to the door left open by Shua’s flight and looked 
about. His lower half was covered by his tunic, hastily thrown around 
him. He was holding on to it to keep himself covered. He looked up 
and down the street. Then the man turned and smashed his hand into 
the doorpost while exhaling an expletive. He went back inside and 
slammed the door shut. 

Shua hid behind the cart for a long time thinking about what had 
happened. His father had talked to him of the miracle between a man 
and a woman that created Jude and Esmira. So he could not grasp 
what the man wanted with him. But something had told him he had 
to leave. His mother always told him that God protected His little 
children. Maybe it had been God who told him to leave. He thanked 
God just in case. But then he had another thought. If God took care of 
His children, why had Nathanael, Timon, Talya and the babies been 
arrested? He guessed that Lydia was really no longer a child, she had 
had her bat Mitzvah, and maybe wasn’t included in the children taken 
care of by God’s promise anymore. If he ever saw his mother again, he 
would have to ask her about that. Or maybe Papa; yes, he would ask 
Papa. Papa knew about that sort of thing. 

He nibbled a little of the bread. Then he wondered if he had stolen 
it. What would his mother say about that? And it would be his mother 
who would say something about that. You could depend on her to have 
an opinion about that sort of thing. Shua justified eating it; it had been 
put next to his soup, so that man intended for him to have it, so then it 
was his and he had not stolen it. Shua was glad he had figured that out. 
Bread that had been given to him would not make him choke and die. 
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He decided that he did not want to stay here near this house any 
longer. He looked carefully to see that the door was shut and the man 
was not about. He crouched and scurried down the alley back to the 
main road. 

Whatever could he do now? He looked down the road one way and 
then up it the other. Above the buildings he could see the dome of the 
Temple. Kezia’s uncle was the high priest. Maybe he could help get a 
small boy home. But then he remembered something, Kezia didn’t like 
her husband’s uncle for some reason. She never spoke harshly of him; it 
was more like she was afraid of him. But why? He was the high priest. 
Everyone knew that the high priest was next to God. His father had 
talked once about the man. So had Bartemaus. He liked Bartemaus. He 
sure wished he was here right now. He would know what to do. Shua 
began walking toward the Temple thinking about these things as he 
went. What had his father said? If you followed Yeshua, Caiaphas was 
not your friend. But if Caiaphas was high priest, wouldn't he be Yeshua’s 
friend? Some people called Him Lord Jesus now, but Shua’s father had 
always called Him Yeshua. Shua’s parents had named him after the 
man. It was something about the miracle that Yeshua had performed 
that made him, Shua, to be born. 

Well, thought Shua, if Caiaphas did not like Yeshua, he could still 
tell him how to get home. And so the Temple was his goal. 

Shua trudged for what seemed forever to his short legs. Well, they 
would get longer, he was built like his tall mother, but they were not 
very long yet. And the streets turned and twisted so he had to keep 
looking up to see if he could still see the Temple. He figured that since 
his father had always told him it was the highest point in Jerusalem, he 
kept looking up and going up. 

So that is why he ran right into another boy. Only this one was 
bigger than Shua was and he had friends with him. These boys were 
a raggle-taggle group. They were dirty and unkempt and they were 
malnourished. And they wanted to fight him. That was pretty obvious 
because as Shua was trying to apologize, they raised their fists and came 
to him menacingly. He thought about running but before he could tell 
his feet that, the first blow came at his head. It knocked,him down. Shua 


could taste blood in his mouth. 
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That's when the whole thing went awry. He started punching back 
and several of them were punching him and each other in a free for 
all. But he held his own and got in a few good licks. He and his friend 
Ebbie had wrestled occasionally, but this was serious. He was sure they 
were trying to kill him, and over a bumping into. 

Then it was over and he lay in the street, bruised and a little bloody 
and his tunic was torn. And then the big boy helped him up and patted 
him on the back. “You did alright! Come on, you're one of us now!” 

They started pulling him down the street and were on their way to 
who knew what mischief. But Shua did not want to play their game, he 
wanted to go home. So he stopped in the street and the others ran ona 
piece and then came back. “Come on! What’s your name?” 

“Yeshua. And I don’t want to play. I want to go home.” He crossed 
his arms in defiance and stood his ground. 

“He wants his Mommy,” one of them teased. 

“Probably doesn’t have a Mommy.” 

“More likely he doesn’t have a Papa!” The boys poked at each other 
and laughed. 

“Hey, just because you don’t have one!” shouted the leader and 
popped the other boy in the head. Then they were tussling and on the 
ground fighting each other. When that was over and they were dusting 
each other off, they looked at Shua. “So, go home to your mommy.” 

Shua was suddenly embarrassed to tell these boys that he was lost. 
He knew his Momma and Papa were insulted often because of their size 
difference, but this was different. And his Papa had always told him to 
consider how little the person was who was doing the teasing and forget 
it. He realized his Papa meant that they were little inside. 

“T guess we could play together for a while.” 

“Hey, Yeshua, we don’t play. We live by our wits. We take what we 
want, we sleep where we want, and we do what we want.” ‘The leader 
smirked and looked at his friends. So if you want to run along to 
Mommy, fine by us.” And off they went and Shua ran after them. 


Emiko 


In the morning of that same day, Mydia had gotten up before the 
rest of her family and pulled her shawl about her shoulders and hair, 
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and put on her most comfortable sandals. She then left the inn by 
the back door and skirted about the town to the road to Jerusalem. It 
took her about an hour and a half to get to the gate of the Holy City. 
Thankfully the gate was already open and she went in. Now that she 
was here she was not sure exactly what she was doing here, but action 
was always better than just sitting and so she was acting. She would go 
first to her daughter’s home. She would try to follow the trail from there. 
Somewhere in this vast city her daughter and granddaughter were in 
prison. There were others that were with her that Mydia liked, but she 
was not about to do nothing with her daughter in danger. 

She found their little house with no problems. She opened the door 
and found the room as Zaccheus had described it. Food on the floor, 
the chair turned over. The former slave in her would not leave it this 
way. Mydia picked up all the old food and threw it out. She picked up 
and straightened the furniture. She swept up. The fire was out. She left 
that. She saw the bloodstain near the door and knew that it was from 
Pharaoh. She was not and never had been a dog person but she had liked 
the big goofy dog. There was a little water left so she wet an old rag and 
tried to scrub the spot off the floor. As she scrubbed she became aware 
of feet standing at the door. She looked up into the face of a middle 
aged woman not unlike herself. 

“What are you doing in this woman’s home?” 

“Are you a neighbor? This house belongs to my daughter, Kezia. Do 
you know what happened to her?” 

“She and the others were taken by soldiers.” She looked over her 
shoulder to be sure no one heard her. 

“Do you know where they were taken?” 

The woman pointed up the street. “Probably the prison. That’s 
where they take people.” 

“Do you know the people she meets with? Those who worship the 
Christ?” 

“You must not speak of those things. You will be arrested too.” 

“I need to get word to her husband. Can’t you help me?” 

The woman had turned and shot a glance over her shoulder, “I’ve 
said enough already.” . 

Mydia was getting no where with the spot of blood. So she got 
up and put her cleaning things away and shutting the door soundly 
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walked up the street in the direction the woman had pointed. She had 
to ask several times on her way to get to the garrison and what she also 
assumed was the prison. 

She stood in the shadows of a building watching the fortress. She 
saw soldiers entering and leaving and some standing guard. But she did 
not have the courage to approach the building. It was possible that her 
child and granddaughter were just a few feet from her and she could not 
move to ask. But then Zaccheus had said he had asked and had almost 
gotten to join the women. In her heart she wanted to join them. Then 
she could be with them and protect them. Protect them from what? But 
out here, as Zaccheus had said, they could work for their release. They 
would do more good outside than inside. But were they really in there? 
And how could she find out? 

Mydia stopped and prayed that God would help her, show her the 
way. When she opened her eyes, she thought about the fact that most 
of the activity was right there by the door. So she thought she would 
skirt about the building and see if there were other entrances. The side 
down the first alley had upper, barred windows. She called softly for her 
daughter as she went along. If they were up there they could hear her. 
But she did not want the wrong ones to hear her. 

She turned the corner and looked down the long stretch of the 
garrison and felt dwarfed by the size of it. This wall also had large upper 
windows with bars. But it also had a series of small, barred windows 
along the base. These were set into reinforced holes and at the first one 
she stopped and peered into the depths. The window was obviously high 
on the wall of the cellar room. 

“Shalom,” she called softly. 

She heard chains rattle. Dear God! Chains. “Help me!” called a 
man’s voice. 

“Are you alone? Is anyone else there?” 

“Alone! Alone!” The man’s voice echoed. 

Mydia repeated this process down the row of windows. Peering into 
the depths, calling out. Sometimes no answer, sometimes an expletive 
was the only answer. Near the end of the wall, one of the holes that 
surrounded the windows had a wild rose growing by it. She had to push 
it aside to get close enough to the window to look into the dark depths 


and to call. 
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“Shalom! Kezia! “Delia!” 

She waited for a reply as she had at the other windows. There were 
sounds of stirring. But no answer. She was rising to go on when she 
heard a small voice, “Mother? Mother is that you?” ; 

Mydia clutched at her chest, afraid to believe what she heard. 
“Kezia? Are you there?” 

She pushed aside the bush again and knelt so she could see into the 
dark space. There was her beautiful daughter’s face. Mydia started to 
cry and she asked how she was, who was with her, was everyone unhurt. 

Kezia assured her that, except for being hungry and thirsty they 
were unhurt. Mydia apologized for not bringing food and drink. She 
had not even thought of that. She just wanted to be sure they were 
alive. Why were they here? Kezia told her that the soldiers had come 
for Bartemaus and took them instead. 

Were ‘Delia and the babies and Shua scared or were they holding 
up? “Shua? I thought he was with you! I made him hide in the doorway 
with Pharaoh. Didn’t Master Zaccheus bring him home? Wasn’t he at 
the house?” 

“He thought you were all arrested? Shua isn’t with you? Then where 
is he? Dear Lord! [ll bring food and water tomorrow. I promise, but I 
need to go home and tell. . .” 

“What are you doing there, woman?” 

Mydia turned to see two uniformed men looking at her. This was 
not the time for her to crumble. She stuck out her hand, “A few coins 
for a poor, crippled woman?” 

“Go beg somewhere else. This is a prison, no one here to help you.” 

Mydia did not glance back at the window. She did not want to call 
attention to her daughter or their cell. She got up and bent over as if 
crippled and hobbled off and around a corner. 

She stood up straight and tried to decide what to do next. The sun 
was past its zenith and heading to the west. The inn would be getting 
ready to serve dinner and they were probably wondering where she was. 
She started home and went by way of Kezia’s house to check again if 
Shua had been there. He was not there so she turned back to Bethany. 
She wished she had better news for those there. And where was Shua? 


Chapter Cwo 


EA ezia stepped back from the window when she heard the guard speak 
to her mother. She covered her mouth to keep from laughing out 
loud when Mydia had deftly asked for a coin for a poor crippled woman. 
It was true; people who were servants did have to think quickly. She 
heard them all move away from outside the window. 

“Mother!” she called softly. “Mother, are you still there?” There was 
no answer. Rachael came and stood beside her. “What is it?” 

“My mother has found us. She is going to try to help.” 

“That's good news!” She turned to the children who were all looking 
up to them. “Mydia knows where we are!” 

Kezia turned from the window after straining a bit to see and be 
sure that her mother had left. “Remember how we prayed for God to 
help us?” The children dutifully nodded. “Well, my mother will bring 
us food and water tomorrow and they will try to get us out of here.” 
Kezia prayed a prayer of thanks. But then she drew Rachael aside a bit 
and spoke low to her, “Shua was not at the house when Master Zaccheus 
came to escort them home. He thought Shua was with us and we 
assumed he was at home. No one knows where he is.” 

“Oh dear Lord, protect the child,” breathed Rachael. She knew that 
Jerusalem was not always a friendly city. 

“We must not tell the little ones. They will worry too much and 
they have enough to think about as it is.” 

“I agree. How about a story about answered prayer before we settle 
down for the night?” 

“The stories will help them not to think about where we are.” 

Rachael took Kezia’s arm. “Are we in great danger?” 

Kezia had tried not to think about what could happen from all 
of this. But here was the question out in the open. “I think, Rachael, 


M3 
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that we are in grave danger. But the children do not need to know that 
either.” 

Suddenly ‘Delia was at Rachael’s side. “Know what?” 

“Delia, our job as the adults is to keep the children calm and 
comfortable. Do you know anyway to do that?” 

“I fed Jude again. He’s asleep on Lydia’s lap. You could tell a story.” 

“Tl do that. It’s a good idea.” Kezia and Rachael exchanged 
meaningful glances. They both thought of “Delia as one of the children, 
but she had a child of her own. 

“Well children, how about another story about answered prayer? 
Would you like that?” The children nodded and gathered about her. 

Rachael took Esmira from Nathanael who had been holding her 
for Kezia. Kezia sat on the floor, thought better of it and stood before 
them. “This is the story of when God answered the prayers of one of 
His prophets.” As she stood there collecting her thoughts, she realized 
she had heard none of the children laugh since they had been brought 
here. She knew, if she tried, she could make the children laugh. So she 
determined she would find ways to do that in the days to come. And 
she would start right now. 


Where shall I start, for this is a much longer story than I want to tell 
you today? This was a long time ago after the time of Moses and after good 
King David and wise King Solomon sat upon the throne. A new king was 
there whose name was Ahab. And he had a wife named Jezebel, who was a 
pagan. She was not from our land and she did not follow our ways and she 
worshiped the god Baal. When she came to be married to King Ahab, she 
brought with her her own gods and prophets of that god. And those prophets 
ate at her table and used the resources and taxes of the people. And God 
the Lord was not pleased. And not only that but she had killed most of the 
prophets of the Lord and only Elijah was left. And Elijah had been hiding 
from the King and Jezebel. 

But the Lord spoke to Elijah and told him he must go to Ahab and speak 
to him and the people about the abomination in the Land. And when Ahab 
saw Elijah, he spoke to him and said, “Is that you, you troubler of Israel?” 

And Elijah, in the power and spirit of God said to Ahab, “I have not 
troubled Israel, but you and your wife have. For you have forgotten the 
commandments of the Lord and you have followed the Baals.” And then 
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Elijah made a demand of Ahab, “Go and gather the people of all Israel at 
Mount Carmel. Bring also all the 450 prophets of Baal that eat at Jezebel’s 
table.” 

Even though Ahab was angry at Elijah, he was also afraid of the power 
of Elijah, so he did as Elijah had commanded him. He sent a message to all 
the people of Israel and brought the prophets to Mount Carmel. 

‘Elijah stood before all the people and spoke to them thus, “How long 
will you sway between two opinions? If the Lord is God, follow Him. But 
if Baal is god, then follow him.” The people just stood there and looked at 
him but they did not answer. They just looked around at one another and 
hoped someone else would speak, but no one did. 

Then Elijah spoke again, “I alone am left of the prophets of the Lord. 
Baal’s prophets are 450 men. Give us two oxen. Let them choose one for 
themselves and I will take one. Let them cut up their oxen and place it on 
wood but put no fire under it. I will also cut up mine and place it on wood, 
but put no fire under it. Then they can call on the name of their god, and 
I will call on the name of the Lord. The God who answers with fire, He is 
God. 

This time the people did not stand there mute. All the people answered 
that it was a good idea. 

Elijah said to the prophets of Baal, “Choose one of the oxen for yourselves 
and prepare it for you are many. And then call on the name of your god, 
but put no fire under it.” 

Some of the prophets set about preparing the oxen and others of the 450 
built the altar there in front of the people. And Elijah watched to be sure 
they did not have a fire in a trap inside the altar. When all was ready they 
called on the name of their god from morning until noon saying, “Baal, 
answer us!” But there was no voice and no one answered. 

Then some of the prophets leaped about the altar they had made. And 

from there they called loudly to their god. 

About noon Elijah began to mock them and say to them, “Call out with 
a loud voice. If he is a god, maybe he is occupied, or he is on a journey, or 


maybe he has gone aside...” 


The children giggled, for they had not heard anyone say before that 


a god needed to relieve himself! 
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“.. perhaps he is asleep and needs to be awakened.” 
More giggles, for whoever heard of a god who slept. 


And then the prophets of Baal leaped onto the alter and cried out in a 
loud voice and some cut themselves according to their custom with lances 
and swords until the blood gushed out of them. They did this to show their 
sincerity to their god. And they raved and cried out like this until midday 
was past and it was time for the evening sacrifice. But there was no voice, 
no one answered and no one paid attention. 


Kezia had been dancing about showing the actions of the servants 
of Baal. Nathanael got up and was prancing about like her. Soon the 
twins, caught up in the fun, joined him and they pretended to slash 
themselves and beg Baal to come. It took Kezia a moment to restore 
order, but she was glad that for a few moments they were children again. 


Then Elijah said quietly to all the people, “Come near to me.” So all 
the people came near to him. Alone and without help Elijah repaired the 
altar of the Lord that had been torn down. And Elijah took twelve stones 
according to the number of the sons of Jacob whom the Lord had called 
Israel. And with these stones he built an altar in the name of the Lord. 
Then he dug a trench around the altar big enough to hold two measures 
of seed. And the people wondered why he did this. But they watched and 
did not speak. 

Now Elijah arranged the wood on the altar he had built and he cut up 
the ox and arranged it on the altar on top of the wood. 

Then Elijah did a very peculiar thing. He said to the men who were 
there, “Fill four large jars with water and pour it on the offering and on the 
wood.” And they did it. And he said, “Do it a second time.” And they did. 
Then he said, “Do it a third time.” And a third time they poured four large 
jars of water over the offering and the wood. And that water flowed over 
the offering and into the trench until the trench was full of water. 

The reason that Elijah did this was to prove that he was not trying to 
trick the people. Some leaders would have a fire burning under the altar and 
when the time to surprise the people was at hand they would open a grate 
and the fire would come and the people would be amazed. There could be 
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no fire under the offering at this point. He also did this because everyone 
knew that it was very hard to light wet wood on fire. Elijah did all this to 
prove to the people that if fire came, it was God the Lord and Him alone 
who made the fire. 

Now it was the time for the evening sacrifice and Elijah stood before 
the altar he had made and it was dripping with water. He raised his hands 
toward heaven and he prayed so that all the people could hear his prayer. 
“O Lord, God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Israel, today, let it be 
known that Thou and Thou only art God in Israel. Let it be known that I 
am Your servant, and I have done all of these things at Thy word. Answer 
Your servant, O Lord, answer me. Let these people know that Thou and 
Thou only art the Lord. Turn their hearts back to worshiping You.” 

Now Elijah never asked for fire from heaven, but when he had finished 
speaking, immediately the fire of the Lord fell, and consumed the offering 
and the wood and the stones and the dust and licked up even the water that 
was in the trench. 

And when the people saw what God had done, they fell on their faces 
and they said, “The Lord, He is God, the Lord is God.” 

That day the Lord mightily answered the prayer of his servant. Just as 
he answered our prayers and tomorrow, mother will bring us more food 
and water. 


The children were watching Kezia with wonder on their faces when 
she had finished this very dramatic telling of the story of Elijah calling 
fire from heaven. She sat down in front of them and Esmira toddled 
over to her and sat in her lap. 

Nathanael looked puzzled and asked, “Why didn’t you tell the rest 
of what happened?” 

“What part is that?” 

“You know. Where they chase the prophets of the bad god and kill 
them all.” 

“Well, because, Nathanael, I was telling the part about answered 
prayer. I was not telling about killing people.” 

“But that is the best part. I want to kill me some Romans.” 


“Nathanael!” chided his mother. 
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Nathanael wandered over to the window. A small mouse was 
scampering about on the ledge looking for a meal. “You'll have to look 
long and hard in this place for a meal, little guy!” 

“How long did it take for the fire to burn it all up?” asked little 
Timon. 

“Just a few minutes. When God works, He works fast!” 

“I'm hungry,” complained little Talya. 

“And they will be hungrier and thirstier. Just because some old story 
says God sent fire, you think he will feed you? Where’s your manna 
from heaven?” 

Rachael called Talya to her and cuddled her talking to her softly 
trying to reassure her. 

Rachael looked over Talya’s head at Kezia. This was only the second 
day, how could they survive? And why wouldn’t the old woman shut up? 

Kezia just shook her head. There was nothing they could do about 
the woman. They would just have to stay positive for the children. 

The mother’s then went about helping the children say their prayers 
and getting them settled for another long night. 


ee 


Supper was just being served when Mydia made it back to the inn. 
There was not time to find out all the details from her, but Hiram did 
take the time to hug her and scold her for going to Jerusalem alone. 
While they served and had a moment here and there she told them that 
she had found them. They were scared but they were so far unharmed. 
It was not until Zaccheus asked her point blank about Shua that she 
confessed that he was not with them. 

From then on their actions were mechanical trying to get dinner 
served and the leftovers cleaned up. Finally when everyone seemed 
satisfied except for an empty cup needing to be filled they were able to sit 
before their own dinners which they all picked at. Delia, Kezia and the 
babies were in prison. And no one knew where Shua was. Why hadn’t 
he stayed at the house until his father came for him? Maybe he could 
not stand to stay near the body of his dead friend, Pharaoh? 

Then the question: what could they do? Rachael and her children 
were with them. Her husband Cleopas was with Bartemaus. They would 
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need to get a message to the men, where ever they were. Someone in 
Jerusalem at the group they worshiped with would know. That was one 
place to start. 

The women and children were hungry. And that was something they 
could do to help. It was wrong of Mydia to go alone, but at least now 
they knew where they were. Didn't they feed them? Yes, but apparently 
another prisoner knew when food would come and took it all. 

“Well, we need to see to their immediate needs. We’ll take food 
first thing in the morning, by now the gate has been closed anyway.” 
Zaccheus was trying to think logically. But even as he spoke calmly, he 
ran his hand through his hair and then his beard. 

“PII take the food,” said Mydia. “I know where they are.” 

“You'll do no such thing. P’Il go,” replied Hiram. 

“I should go,” said Zaccheus. 

“No, they know you. It has to be me,” replied Mydia. 

“T forbid it, wife!” 

Mydia put her hand gently on Hiram’s arm. “My dear, you are the 
best cook at this table. You are needed here to do that which we all know 
I am not good at. Onnua does not know where they are. . .” 

“And I only know how to get to Eve’s house,” added Onnua. She 
wished she was as brave as Mydia but the big city scared her. 

“. . so she can’t go.” Mydia finished her sentence. “Zaccheus is 
known already by the guards so he would stand out. And I have already 
made myself a crippled beggar. If they see me again, they will not notice 
me. And besides, servants can be invisible when they want to be. I’m 
the only one who knows how to do that. Zaccheus greets the guests and 
takes care of the charges and the money. We must keep the inn going 
or we will have no livelihood and no where to bring them when we get 
them home. Onnua serves. Don’t you see, I’m the only one who can 
go. And besides, when Zaccheus is done here at the inn, he will want 
to begin searching for Shua. I can’t do that, I don’t know the city well 
enough.” 

Everyone nodded at this. Then they discussed where Shua could be. 
Perhaps he decided to find his way home and got lost. But he should 
have waited. And he is a small boy and they do not always think about 
what they should do. Did he know where Eve lived? Would he try to 
go there? They could start there at least. 
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They all knew that Mydia was right about going to Jerusalem. 
Hiram was not happy with the solution and said so a few more times. 
He was so worried about his baby, his Kezia. And he was worried about 
Mydia going up to Jerusalem alone. He felt helpless. } 


Chapter Chree 


ea he next morning Mydia got ready to go to Jerusalem. She had 
found her oldest work clothing and ripped it in a few places. She 
found the oldest basket they had, the one they used to feed the chickens. 
She wrapped the food in an old worn, but clean, cloth and put it in the 
basket. She filled a pitcher with water and she was ready. Zaccheus had 
finished most of the inn’s business the night before and he was ready 
as well. 

Zaccheus carried the water pitcher and Mydia the food. They walked 
swiftly for they both felt an urgency. They walked together to the house 
that was now empty. They did not find Shua there and no sign that he 
had been there. They parted ways promising to join up there later. 

Zaccheus was going to start at Eve’s house and Mydia was going 
to the prison. 


Prigteee Ge 


‘Another morning at the prison. Again the Drip! Would that never 
stop? And a coughing in another room. A raspy, hacking, deep cough. 
Was that next for them? She knew that her mother was going to send 
food today. But she did not know when. In the meantime it was 
important to feed the children and have food and water for her and 
‘Delia for their babies. She got up quietly and woke Nathanael. Would 
he sleep, or pretend to, by the steps that ran up to the door? When they 
brought the food, he must run up to it and get it first. Could he do 
that? Nathanael was very proud to be asked to do this very important 
assignment. He went to the steps and used the bottom step for a pillow. 

Kezia returned to her child and as Esmira was fussing, she nursed 


her. 


Py) 
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At long last the key was heard in the door. And Nathanael sprang 
into action. He ran up the stairs and right on his tail was the old crone. 
She tried to push him out of the way but the strength of youth and 
determination not to fail, kept her back. The door opened and a voice 
yelled, “Get back from the door.” Nathanael pushed the old woman 
back and the food appeared and the door closed. Lydia jumped into 
action and reached up to the top step and grabbed the bread and the 
pitcher of water. The old woman left Nathanael and ran down the stairs 
after Lydia. But Lydia got to Kezia and gave her the food and then 
blocked the woman from getting to Kezia. 

Kezia gave her child to Rachael. Esmira was a little fussy as she was 
still hungry, but Kezia had to do the food division. She counted quickly 
and found there were ten of them in the cell. But she divided the bread 
into eight pieces and reasoned that the babies would get there share in 
the milk. She gave everyone their share and sent Lydia to the dark corner 
with a piece for the person they were sharing their cell with. Lydia held 
out the piece of bread. A hand shot out and grabbed it, leaving a scratch 
on Lydia’s hand. 

Lydia was normally a well behaved young girl but this made her 
mad. “Your welcome!” she said returning to her mother’s side. 

Rachael chided her gently, “Lydia. Remember who you are.” 

“Yes, Mother.” 

They circled up and Rachael said a blessing for the food. Nathanael 
wanted to know why they were thanking God for what the Romans 
had brought and he had fought for. Rachael said he should eat and they 
would talk about it later. After they each ate their portion, they carefully 
gave everyone a drink and Kezia was very careful to be sure that enough 
was left for the other person in their cell. 

She took the last of the water to the old woman and left it near the 
corner shadow. “You didn’t have to do that!” the voice accused. 

“I know, but it is what my Lord would want me to do.” 

It was while Kezia was organizing games for the children to occupy 
their time that her mother came to the small window. 

They exchanged greetings and Mydia passed in the food. The jar 
would not go through the iron bars, they were too closely spaced. The 
empty jar was also too big to go out. So they decided if Kezia held up the 
jar on her side, Mydia could pour the water through to them. It took a 
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few false starts to get the placement of the two jars right, and Kezia was 
damp from the miss-pours, but they got most of the water transferred. 

Mydia asked if there was anything else they needed. It was cold in 
the cell, but the guards would notice blankets, maybe shawls for the 
women if it wasn’t too much to bring. Kezia held Esmira up so she could 
see her grandmother. Mydia asked ‘Delia to do the same with Jude. She 
told “Delia that Zaccheus was sure to ask if she saw the child Zaccheus 
pretended was his and thought of as a grandson. 

Mydia was very careful to continually look around for anyone who 
might see her visiting the prison. She knew that she could not stay long 
as someone might see her and know that she was helping these prisoners. 
She sent a kiss down to Kezia’s fingers on her fingertips. Then she made 
her way back to the meeting place at Kezia’s old home. 

By the time she got there she realized she was crying. She had been 
so brave and now she could let out all her love and fear and pity for 
those she loved. 

Rachael had quickly divided the new food among the ten of them. 
She gave soft things to the babies. There were grapes and dates and 
everyone was glad to have them. There were some chicken pieces and 
they all had several bites of that. And there was the bread. It tasted so 
good, not like the tasteless stuff the guards brought. And there was 
enough water to get a real drink for each. Again they shared with the old 
woman who was surprised by their generosity. She reminded them that 
she would not share. Kezia answered, “Nevertheless,” and walked away. 

Then they thanked God for the bounty they had received and 
Nathanael reminded them that Mydia had brought it. Rachael made a 
mental note to speak to him about his attitude. 

After they ate, Nathanael went to the window. The little mouse was 
not there but he placed a small corner of his bread on the sill. Later when 
he checked, it was gone. ~ 


ff # 


Eve was delighted to see Zaccheus. For his part he knew that he 
must endure long monologues to get the information he was seeking. 
On his way to her small home he had thought about how he should ask 
her about Shua. The last thing he wanted to do was to worry the old 
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lady. Seeing her always brought Bernice back into his heart. But she was 
frail and did not need to worry about a small boy. 

“Zaccheus! My son, my son! How good to see you.” Eve greeted him. 
“Come in! Come in! Don’t tell me you came all the way to Jerusalem 
just to see old Eve! And to have some of my bread I’ll wager. Sit! Sit! 
I'll put some honey on a slice. How nice, in just a few days some visits 
from some of my favorite people. And it is warm and sunny today and 
I feel pretty spry.” 

“Who else came to see you,” inquired Zaccheus trying to sound 
casual. 

“Just the other day, that nice girl Kezia came by to ask me to the 
story time. Your handsome son was with her. He is getting so tall, like 
his mother, but he has your good looks, mark my word he will be a fine 
man someday. Makes me wish I could start over. Well, start over but 
with everything I know already in my head. That son sure is growing 
fast. He is so polite. Probably gets that from his mother. Mothers are 
more apt to do that to boys than fathers are. Not that you aren't polite, 
you are. But mothers expect it, fathers don’t.” 

“So, you didn’t go with them?” 

“No, I have not been myself lately. Not sure who I am, but not 
myself. I do not even recognize this old body. I remember mine being 
much younger than this one.” She chuckled at her joke. “So I did not 
feel up to walking that far and knowing I would have to walk all the 
way back later in the afternoon. I said to myself when I saw you come up 
the walk, why is he here today? So, why are you in Jerusalem? I would 
like to believe that you came just to see me, but I know that isn’t true. 
But I do appreciate the visit. So you like that honey?” 

“I had to come up for some business and thought you could use a 
visit. The honey is very . . . sweet.” He was trying to coach his words 
to not say too much. “So Kezia or her Esmira have not been back since 
that day?” 

“No one since then. Should I expect them?” 

So, she had not seen Shua since, either. “Well, I was just hoping 
someone would keep an eye on you.” 

“My son comes once a week with supplies for me. But he lives north 
of Jerusalem and it is a full day trip for him. And he is not as young as 
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he used to be. I know, I was there when he was born. And he has gotten 
so old.” She laughed again. 

Zaccheus knew it was time to move on. But it was hard to get out of 
Eve’s house once you were there. “Well, I’m glad to see you are getting 
along here fine. And the bread, as always, is delicious.” 

“T have what I need. Not everything I want, but I have what I need. 
And how are Onnua and the new baby? So old to be having children, 
God love her.” 

Jude was missing too. Well, not missing, but in a prison. He could 
not tell her that. “He’s growing. Walks some now. Very independent. 
Well, it was nice to see you but I do need to get on with the business 
that brought me to Jerusalem.” 

“Oh, and we were just getting started on a nice chat. But I know the 
world is busy. I am not, I just sit and think and think some more. Then 
I talk to myself about what I think. No arguments. Me and myself, 
we agree on most things. But I am not busy. Glad you liked the bread. 
Want to take some along?” 

“No, you must keep it for yourself.” Zaccheus thanked her for the 
bread and honey and the nice visit and said good bye, kissing her on 
the cheek as he went. 


Lite 


Zaccheus found Mydia at Kezia’s house and she was crying into 
one of Kezia’s shawls. She wiped her eyes immediately and apologized 
for being so childish. Zaccheus patted her shoulder and tried not to cry 
himself. 

They walked back to the prison. Mydia darted to the window and 
tossed in the shawl. They heard Kezia say thank you and they went away 
as quickly as they had come. 

Next Zaccheus took Mydia to the home of Anna Elsbeth. He 
reintroduced the women. They had met briefly at the wedding. Anna 
Elsbeth gave them a simple lunch and lamented with them over the 
imprisonment of their loved ones. She knew that the followers of 
Jesus were being arrested when they could be found, but she had no 
knowledge of this arrest. 
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Anna Elsbeth sent her oldest son, David, to alert the fellowship of 
what had happened and to try to find out where Bartemaus was. They 
were to send word to Bethany if they had any information. 

Mydia was taken aback by so many children around the house. She 
had had no idea from the wedding that there were so many. Perhaps at 
the wedding they had been more spread out and not all in one small 
place. They were noisy and active. But she ate her lunch, thanked her 
hostess and was glad to leave. 

“T’m glad I only had one child,” she proclaimed as they walked the 
crooked street away from the child cluttered house. 

Zaccheus laughed for the first time in days. “Yes, Shua and Jude are 
quite enough in the house, indeed.” And then he remembered that they 
weren't in the house and that is why they were in Jerusalem. 


C ere 


They stopped last at the shop of Mahnoah. He was so pleased to see 
them. How was everyone? Apparently he had not heard either. So they 
told the story again. Mahnoah was very saddened by this information. 
Yes, he would keep an eye out for the boy. He would pray for the safety 
of them all. 

“Do you know where Bartemaus and Cleopas are?” 

“No, I only know what is in the missives that he sends. Kezia was 
always so kind to bring them by so I could read them.” 

“Where did the last one come from?” 

“I do not know,” Mahnoah answered shaking his head sadly. “I 
wish I could help. Bartemaus is like a son to me. She is the daughter I 
never had.” 

Mydia and Zaccheus turned their steps toward Bethany. Nothing 
had come of this trip but getting food to the women and children. 
It would be time to help with supper when they returned to the inn. 
Zaccheus’ heart was heavy as he walked back to Bethany. Another night 
and Shua was alone somewhere in Jerusalem. 


a ee 
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Shua followed the boys as they combed through the streets of the 
city. They seemed to be a well organized army of looters in Shua’s mind. 
They moved along and pieces of fruit and vegetables showed up in their 
hands. One of them even had a handful of pastries. Another had some 
bread. Shua realized that they were like locusts; they picked up what 
they needed as they moved along. He knew they were stealing but he 
was ashamed to say anything. He was also hungry and even if he did 
not choose to steal anything himself, he hoped he would be included 
in the feast that was being collected. 

They came upon a stand in front of a garden. They thought the 
owner was not about and so they began to help themselves. Suddenly a 
woman with a stick broom appeared. She began to swat at the boys. She 
was quick and dispatched blows with alacrity and surprising accuracy. 
She was shouting at the boys about how she was tired of the theft and 
would not stand for it. She would call the authorities; they would get 
them all and crucify them. The boys scattered in several directions 
trying not to drop the spoils they had already collected. The leader 
turned and yelled at her, “You'll be sorry!” 

Shua followed the boy closest to him. They ran around a building 
to catch their breaths and make sure they were not bleeding. “Where 
to now?” asked Shua. 

“We meet up where we live. Here carry this and follow me.” 

The other boy led Shua down several back alleys, down several 
flights of steps and behind a building. They came to an old shed that 
had once stabled animals but now was empty but for some hay. They 
pushed open the broken door and went in. A couple of boys were already 
there laughing about their exploits and showing bruises to one another. 

Shua looked around the inside of the shed. The only light came in 
through the broken and decaying roof. There were mounds of straw here 
and there that had tattered blankets on them. This was obviously where 
they lived and slept. There where a few crates to sit on and other items 
that had been stolen for their comfort. There was the old but distinct 
smell of animal waste in the room. A flutter indicted that some barn 
swallows also shared this space. 

When all the other boys got there the laughing stopped and they got 
serious. They all placed the purloined food in the center of their circle 


and began to divvy it up. 
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Some was given to Shua and he said thank you. They all laughed 
at him for that. Then they began to eat and Shua asked if they were 
saying the baruck. There was even more laughter and the leader popped 
Shua in the head. So Shua said his prayer silently to himself as he ate 
his bread. 

When the leader was finished with his meal he poked the one that 
Shua thought was the second in command. “Wake me after nightfall.” 
He then threw himself down on one of the blankets and was asleep in 
a moment. Shua sat quietly and watched the dynamics of this group. 
They ate and belched and laughed and cuffed each other and bragged 
and told of former exploits. Shua had no idea that children like this 
existed anywhere. He wanted to ask them where their parents were and 
why they lived like this, but did not want to be laughed at again. He did 
not like being laughed at and wondered why and how his father took it 
so calmly. His father was short of stature and while collecting taxes for 
Rome was often laughed at by local children. Some still laughed at him. 

He was thirsty now and needed to relieve himself but he did not 
want to ask. So he got up and looked around the inside of the shed. 
It was plain to see the boys did not use the building for their physical 
relief. So finally he asked and was told to go out back. When this task 
was complete he went back in and asked about water. He was handed a 
jug with a chipped lip and a crack and told to bring some for everyone. 
Where? Up the stairs they had come down and to the left. So Shua went 
to fetch water. When he got back they fought over getting to drink first 
and they left so little for Shua that he had to go back for more cursing 
himself for not drinking at the well the first time. 

Some of the boys rested after eating and some of them played an 
odd game with small cubes. They seemed very serious about it and often 
argued. Shua picked up the remains of his food and looked for a place 
to put the trash. The others had just thrown it in the corners, but Shua 
knew this would bring flies. He had learned that from Hiram. So he 
picked up some of the other trash and carried it all out back where they 
relieved themselves. He was surprised that they were not doing their 
business in the corners where they lived. 

He looked around for a place to sleep and realized that there were 
only enough blankets for the number of boys in the gang. So he went 
to a place that was hardly used and away from the spoiling food he did 
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not want to pick up, and kicked some straw together. He laid on it and 
thought about his bed at home. His mother was always changing it and 
washing it. It was made of feathers and was soft and cushy. It did not 
stick him in all the places this straw was sticking into him. He missed 
her and his father and Mydia and Hiram. But he stifled his tears. That 
would only make the boys laugh more. 

After it had been dark out for almost an hour, the second in 
command woke the leader. He smiled and spoke, “Come on, let’s give 
her a lesson she will never forget.” 

Shua was not sure where they were going or for what, but he followed 
as well. They ran through the streets they had followed to get to the 
shed and arrived at the last place they had stolen food. The woman’s 
stand was empty of food now, and the leader directed some of the boys 
to destroy it. He directed the other boys to begin pulling up all her 
herbs from her garden. Then the leader stomped on the pulled plants 
to ruin them. Shua made a half-hearted attempt to pull up a few plants, 
but he knew it was wrong. And he hated doing something that would 
disappoint his mother and father. 

Next the perpetrator of the raid ran to the back of the house. Shua 
heard chicken sounds but was too sick about the mess they had already 
made to go and investigate. The leader returned in a bit carrying two 
chickens by the legs and they were squawking. A light came on in the 
house and they boys began to run back the way they came. 

Shua hesitated. If he stayed and was caught, he would be charged 
with all this destruction. He did not want to go with the boys, but where 
else could he go? The door opened and he ran. 

He was the last to get to the shed and already the boys were plucking 
the now dead chickens. They were building a fire. When the chickens 
were plucked they were gutted and spiked and set to roast. The leader, 
King Ahab they called him, was telling them in graphic detail how he 
had rung the necks of the rest of the woman’s chickens. 

Shua was sickened by this. He knew how hard people worked to 
exist. What had he gotten himself into? How could he get out? He 
moved silently to the pile of hay he thought of as his and stretched out 
on it. 

He felt a presence near him and opened his eyes. It was the youngest 
of the boys in the gang. He was sitting near him and offering him a leg 
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of chicken. “I’m Little Simon. They call me that ‘cause I’m little and I’m 
not Big Simon. That’s him over there; the one with the red head band. 
You can have this leg. I don’t need all of it.” 

Shua shook his head; he knew it would make him sick if he tried 
to eat it. 

“Are you sure, ‘cause if you don’t want it, Pll eat it. We don’t get 
much chicken. They are kinda noisy when you snatch them.” Little 
Simon smiled a big, toothless grin. This made Shua wonder if Little 
Simon’s teeth had been knocked out or if they had fallen out like his 
own baby teeth had or what happened to him. If it was his baby teeth 
then Little Simon was even younger than he was. 

Little Simon ate the meat off the chicken leg and as he did he told 
Shua a little about the dynamics of the group. He told him the names 
of the different boys and about them. Little Simon told Shua which of 
the boys he trusted and which ones he stayed away from because they 
were mean or greedy. Little Simon told Shua that he did not know who 
his family was. From the time he was little he had been passed around 
to different families and one day, he was just left on the street to fend 
for himself. He thought that perhaps they were hoping he would die and 
they would not have to feed him and care for him anymore. 

Shua had just been listening and volunteering very little to the 
conversation. Then Little Simon said, “Do you mind if I sleep here with 
you? It gets cold in the night and this shed is drafty.” 

Shua shrugged his shoulders. Then Little Simon stretched out next 
to him and scrunched up close. Before long Shua knew he was asleep 
for his breathing was regular and peaceful. 

It was awhile before Shua slept. He thought about this little boy. 
Little Simon was younger than him and with no family. He was 
living on the streets with these boys and none of them had befriended 
him. Others had blankets, but he did not. At least Shua had a family 
somewhere. How could he find them? Shua wept silently until he was 
asleep. 


Chapter Four 


he process started over the next day as the day before. This time 

Mydia took an empty jug to draw water from the well she had 
seen on a street near the prison. She again wrapped food in the towel 
and put it in the basket. She packed as much as she could for she knew 
they got little from the guards. 

Then she wrapped a shawl about her shoulders for ‘Delia and took 
extra clothing that was Jude’s for his and Esmira’s warmth. This she 
stuck in the sleeves of her cloak. Tomorrow she would try to bring 
things for Rachael’s family. She could only carry so much and the food 
was most important. 

She started just as the sun was rising so that she would get there 
and back to the inn as quickly as possible. She talked to herself most of 
the way chiding the keepers of the prison for treating women and little 
children and babies as they were. She had learned that so far they had 
not found out what was going to be done with them. ‘That was perhaps 
the worst part: the not knowing. 

‘When Mydia arrived this time she found that Talya and Timon had 
the sniffles. The babies were crying a lot from the cold, and Kezia feared 
the lack of milk from too little to eat. She was grateful for the shawl for 
she had given the first shawl to ‘Delia. Mydia knew her daughter and 
before the day was over, this shawl would be around Rachael or Lydia. 

Mydia had thought about something else on her walk. “Delia and 
Kezia, put those things on Jude and Esmira but put the things under the 
clothing they are already wearing. It would not be good for the guards 
to find them in new garments or different garments.” 

Lydia offered to help and got the little ones changed. Then Kezia held 
Esmira up so that Mydia could touch her and talk to her grandchild. 
But Mydia started to cry and she knew it was time to leave. She had 
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tried to be so strong in front of them. She sent a kiss down to the child 
on her fingertips and left. 
She tried not to, but she sobbed most of the way home. 


f & 


Marcus Tiberius could hear the cock crowing somewhere outside 
his window. It was his cue to get up. He did not like his job here in 
Jerusalem in this god-forsaken land. He always chuckled to himself 
when he thought that. Oddly, the people of this smelly, uncultured 
place called themselves the children of Abraham’s God. One God who 
gave them this land. Well, he thought, at least their God had a sense 
of humor. 

His wife stirred next to him. He turned and looked at her. He was 
always in awe when he looked at this woman. She was beautiful. Her 
skin was like flawless alabaster. Her hair was the honey blond of the 
northern areas of Rome. It lay in little ringlets upon her pillow. Even 
without lip color her lips were full and pink and luscious. He touched 
her cheek with the back of his fingers. It was as soft as a baby’s behind. 
A baby. That was their only sadness. 

Navia opened her eyes and smiled at him. However did she stay so 
beautiful in this god-forsaken . . . this place. The sun was always bright 
and hot, but her skin was white with only the hint of pink about her 
cheeks. Where other women looked dry and used up, she was as soft as 
a rose petal. She smiled at him with the love of a woman who worshiped 
her husband. He knew how fortunate he was. Too many of his friends 
were married to hags or shrews. And they told him about them. Her lips 
turned gently up, her white teeth could be seen between them, and her 
mouth always smelled of mint. But as beautiful as her blue eyes were, 
there was a sadness in them. Each month when her moon time came 
she was hopeful that this time she would be blessed and each month 
she was disappointed again. 

“What are you thinking, my love,” she whispered to Marcus 
Tiberius. 

“How lucky I am. I have you.” ~ 

“And I feel sure that this time . . . I've prayed to every god I can 
think of . . . that this time your luck will include a son.” 
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Marcus Tiberius kissed Navia gently. “I’m sure you are right. This 
time we will be blessed indeed.” He stirred to get up. 

“Must you go so soon?” He turned back to her and pulled her close 
to him. 

“I would rather stay here nestled with you than go out to the 
unwashed and uncouth masses. But it is my job and it does keep you in 
silk, I would not have you dress any other way.” 

“At least we are together here. If we were in Rome you would be off 
fighting in the west or the northern borders. You are safe here.” 

Marcus Tiberius sighed sadly. 

“What is it, my dearest?” She pushed up on an elbow to look at him. 
“Have I said something?” 

“T have an appointment this morning with their high priest Caiaphas. 
I do not like the man and I do not trust the man. I remember my father 
telling me stories of our first Caesar, Julius. He said you should never 
trust lean and hungry men. That is how the old goat makes me feel. That 
I should never turn my back to him and never, ever, make him angry.” 

Navia slid her hand into the hair on Marcus Tiberius’ chest. “You 
are smarter than he. Just give him what he needs to keep the people 
happy and he will leave you alone.” 

“Wise and beautiful!” He paused and sighed again. “He has had 
arrested a woman and her friends and some children that are reported 
to be followers of that man Jesus. You remember him. Caused quite a 
fuss and had to be executed. The followers say that he is alive. I know 
about Roman crosses and I doubt that could be true. Apparently one of 
the women is Caiaphas’ niece by marriage. I was under the impression 
that they went out for her husband and came back with her and other 
women and children. I think that Caiaphas is coming around to decide 
what should be done with them. If not for him I would have released 
them immediately.” : 

“Can’t you anyway, on your own authority?” 

“You are wise, beautiful and naive. This is an internal Jewish 
problem, but they have no authority to do what they really want: to 
stamp out this movement by any means possible. I believe that he 
would kill at least the women to prove his point. But that he can not 
do without Rome’s permission. Some days I wish I were on Rome’s 
northern border. There I could kill men in fair combat.” 
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With these words Marcus Tiberius rose and dressed for the day. 

Navia nestled down in her pillows and sheets and watched her man 
dress. She loved his broad shoulders, his strong arms and hands, and his 
muscled legs. They would have handsome sons . . . someday. 

She did not bother to rise and get him food. Her servants had been 
up for hours and the food was ready. He only needed to sit at the table 
and be served. Then she stretched and decided she too would have 
breakfast. She would get up and have it with him. Every moment in 
his presence was a joy. And soon, when her prayers to her gods were 
answered, their joy would be complete. 

Breakfast was eggs and bread and fruit from the local sellers. The 
fruit was so fresh and good. She especially liked pomegranate as she 
hardly ever saw that in Rome. They had tea and cakes as well. But 
Marcus Tiberius was picking at his food. 

“You have hardly eaten, my beloved.” She reached across the table 
and took his hand. “Are you so worried about the old goat?” 

“Navia, I hate for you to know and worry about things, but our 
prisoners only get water and bread. I sit here before this bounty and 
know that children, Jews though they may be, are hungry in my prison.” 

“Can't you take them food?” 

“This is the way it has always been and it will be this way.” He patted 
her hand. “But today I have lost my appetite.” 

He rose to leave and Navia hurried to him. She pressed her body 
against his and kissed him lovingly. “Hurry home to me.” 


Cu Te 


Zaccheus finished up the business of the inn as quickly as he could. 
He ate the meat and cheese and drank the wine that his wife put out 
for his midday meal. He took up the walking staff and started for 
Jerusalem. Mydia had not returned to the inn yet and so Onnua assisted 
Hiram in preparing food for the evening guests. Hiram was pounding 
bread dough and began to beat it and turn it and clump it on the board 
with loud bangs. 

“I spent a lifetime protecting my little girl and now that she is in the 
most danger, I can do nothing.” More banging. “It’s not right to arrest 
women and children and keep them in that place.” More banging and 
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flour flying about. “Those Romans are animals. And then that high 
priest Caiaphas would do this to his nephew’s wife! What kind of a 
man does that?” Now tears were streaking through the flour on his face. 
“What makes a man hate so much?” And then he collapsed on a stool 
and covered his face with his large doughy hand and wept. 

Onnua could not hold it in any longer. She began to weep but she 
knelt at his side and took his hands in hers and began to pray. She prayed 
for the safety of the women and for them to be faithful to their Master. 
She prayed that the children would not be too afraid. She prayed that 
the captors would bring more food. She prayed long and hard that her 
husband would find their son. And that he would be unharmed and 
not too afraid. 

And when she said so be it, and Hiram had echoed her amen, 
they both stayed there holding each other’s hands and hearts. Then 
they quietly rose and returned to their work. Onnua’s heart was more 
peaceful than it had been for days. 


No a 


Zaccheus made good time getting to Jerusalem and went first to the 
scene where it had all started. He was shocked to see that someone had 
stolen almost all the things from Bartemaus and Kezia’s home. He made 
a mental note to return for what was left tomorrow. Then he thought to 
find out who owned the building and to stop the lease. 

He stood a long time looking up and down the street. It was back 
to normal after that day. Women were working in front of the houses, 
children playing in the street. What would he do if he were a small boy? 
Everyone is gone, his dog is dead and the neighbors are shut inside. He 
should have waited for me, was the answer. Well that had not happened. 
According to Kezia, and confirmed by Eve, they had been to Eve’s just 
before the arrest. So he walked toward Eve’s but this time with an eye 
for what might interest a small boy. 

Along the way he asked everyone he met if a few days earlier they 
had seen his son. No one remembered him specifically as many children 
ran and played in the streets of Jerusalem. 


44 - Susan A. Perkins 


He made it to Eve’s home without finding any clues as to his son’s 
whereabouts. He decided not to stop again as she would be suspicious. 
So then he decided to make a circle about the streets he had just walked. 

He did find one woman at a well that remembered a boy who was 
too rude to speak to her that she thought might have looked as he 
described. Zaccheus could not believe his son had been rude. 

“You say he did not speak to you? Did he seem shy perhaps?” 

“He could have been shy. I spoke to him because I know the children 
around here and he was not one of them. But he did not reply. I thought 
he was rude. Could be he was shy.” 

“Did you see which direction he went?” 

“He was still at the well when I went home.” 

She walked away and Zaccheus thought that at least the woman had 
tried to talk to him. He knew his son was a little shy and so it would be 
hard for him to try to ask for help. But at least he had been at this well. 
He was alive a few days ago. Good. Now where to? He began to comb 
the streets and alleys around the well. 


EAL ae 


Kezia stood long at the window after her mother had left. She knew 
this was hard on all of them that loved her and her child and ‘Delia. She 
looked at the rose bush growing wild outside the window. There were 
tiny little blooms on it. They were hard and just beginning to form. It 
would be good to see them bloom. She guessed they would be red. It 
would be a drop of color in this awful place. Red, the color of blood. A 
reminder of Jesus’ death for their life. And after the roses there would 
be rose hips. You could eat rose hips and they were quite tasty and that 
would be one more thing to add to their diet. 

She became aware of someone standing next to her. “The roses will 
be beautiful when they bloom, won’t they?” 

“Yes, Lydia, and we can eat the rose hips.” 

“Your mother is kind to bring us things. I do not think my 
grandfather knows where we are. He isn’t so well, and he does not 
worship with any of the fellowships. Please take youg shawl back. You 
have a child, she needs it too.” 

“Mother will bring more tomorrow.” 
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“What would we do without you, Aunt Kezia2” 

“Without me, you would not be here.” 

“You must not blame yourself for this. We could have been with 
the other group and been arrested. I think mother and I feel it an honor 
to be here because we love Jesus. Your being here gives us hope. For 
who else would tell us stories and keep us alive?” Lydia put her arm 
about Kezia and laid her head on Kezia’s shoulder. “The twins said they 
wanted to hear a story. But you know them, they are too shy to ask.” 

“All this time I have known them and they still cling to your 
mother,’ smiled Kezia shaking her head. 

“Except at story time.” 

“Yes, then they are not so afraid.” 

“They said they wanted to hear about the baby. But could you make 
it funny this time? When they laugh, it does not seem so awful here. I 
can almost bear it.” 

When the ladies left the window, Nathanael strolled up and casually 
placed a piece of bread on the sill. 

Lydia helped get the children all settled for a story. “Delia held 
Jude on her lap and Rachael held Esmira. Before she started she looked 
into the dark corner that housed the old crone and politely asked if she 
would like to join them. There was cackling laughter for an answer and 
so Kezia began. 


Before the baby Yeshua, that we call Jesus, was born in Bethlehem in 
Judea, his cousin John was born here in Jerusalem. His mother was a very 
old woman and she had given up any hope of ever having a child. Her 
husband Zachariah was also very old. He was a priest. 


Kezia stopped talking and looked about for something. She took up 
the shawl that was in Rachael’s lap and turned away from the children. 
When she turned back the children could see that she had stuffed the 
shawl under her dress and secured it inside with her sash. They all 
tittered for they knew that she was pretending to be pregnant. “I am 
old, pregnant Elizabeth and I am going to tell you my story.” She walked 
about for a minute as if she was very pregnant and very uncomfortable. 
She was actually planning her story. 
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“You are probably wondering what I am doing up on this roof and 
in my condition. Well, I got word today that my little cousin Mary from 
Nazareth is coming to see me. Why is she coming? I do not know. She sent 
a message saying that she had to see me. And so I am here preparing a place 
for her. She will like it up here on the roof where it is cooler at night. 

‘And she will see me like this, pregnant, finally, at my age. Who would 
have thought! For years my neighbor Chula, down the street, has teased me. 
Chula has twelve mouths to feed and another due in the spring. She can 
not feed the twelve she’s got. And every spring the midwife comes and says 
how nice, another baby, I'll see you next spring. And Chula always says, 
It’s spring, Elizabeth, where’s your baby? Well Chula, not this year. I am 
not the barren one any longer. 

“How has all this happened? Well, I don’t know. I mean, I know how 
this happened. But I don’t know the entire story. I have been able to piece 
some of the story together from nods and hand signals, from Zachariah, 
mostly. 

“Zachariah, my husband, was serving in the temple. It was his time you 
know. Once a year they draw lots to see who will enter the Holy of Holies. 
He was the one chosen. Apparently God communicated with him. God sent 
an angel or a heavenly being to him. This child is to be named John, and 
he is to be a special child. I don’t think he is the promised one of Israel but 
more like a forerunner—a prophet. Besides the Messiah is to be born of a 
virgin, and a virgin I am not! 

“But being the mother of a prophet of Israel — that is a great honor. Like 
Hannah or Jochobed, the mothers of Samuel and Moses, the joy of being the 
mothers of Isaiah, Jeremiah, or Ezekiel. Such a blessing to think that my 
son... let Chula have her dozen, I only need but one. 

“Oh, but I am getting ahead of myself! I did not tell you why Zachariah 
could not tell the story himself; When Zachariah came out from the holy of 
Flies he could not speak. His face shown so bright but he could not speak. 

“By the look in his eyes, I can tell that he wishes it were me that could 
not speak. Well at least now I can have my say in peace. 

‘And I hear Mary coming. I'm up here on the roof, Mary. I am preparing 
your chamber for you. Oh, my! My child just kicked me. Oh, Mary wait! 
Blessed among women are you, and blessed is the fruit of your womb. You 
are pregnant too, my cousin Mary! How has it happened that the mother of 
my Lord should visit me? It’s you, isn’t it, Mary? You are the virgin carrying 
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the blessed child! At the very sound of your greeting, my baby leapt within 
me for joy. My son will proclaim the coming of our Lord — the child of my 
little cousin Mary. Blessed are you among women. 

But how was it that Mary was with child too? One day the angel... 


Jude began to wail at just that moment and poor ‘Delia, who was 
often frustrated with his crankiness, could not calm him. So, much to 
the other children’s dismay, Kezia took the child and began to soothe 
him and finally nursed him until he fell asleep. The story time had 
ended very unceremoniously but at least for a little while the children 
had been taken out of the prison and transported to the house of 
Elizabeth the mother of John the Baptist. 

After the story, Nathanael checked the window ledge. He had tried 
to watch it during the story, to see the mouse, but he had missed her 
coming and going. The bread was gone. 


Pee le 


Zaccheus arrived home before they began serving dinner to their 
guests. They had a small number of guests that evening and so after 
they served, they all huddled in the kitchen and discussed the day. 
Zaccheus was very tired so Onnua sat on the floor to wash his feet in 
warm water. It was hard for her to get up and down anymore but then 
she remembered she was after all alive and thought a few pains could be 
born. While she washed, Zaccheus told about his day and Mydia about 
hers. Both were frustrated that they accomplished so little. 

Mydia was sure that sooner or later they would find out what was 
to happen to the women and children and she felt in her bones it could 
not be good. She made mental notes on what else they needed that she 
could carry. y 

Zaccheus said he had spoken to two people who said they thought 
they had seen a small boy like Shua. But all the places he looked were 
dead ends. He was sure that Shua was trying as hard to get home as he 
was trying to find him. Onnua reminded him that Shua was reserved 
and would find it hard to just ask someone how to get home. 
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A youth about the age of seventeen looked into the kitchen through 
the curtain that divided the kitchen and great room. “Is someone named 
Zaccheus here?” 

“Tam Zaccheus. Who asks for me?” 

“IT am Thadeus; I was told I could get a meal here.” 

“Of course, sit out in the great room; we'll bring you some food and 
something to drink.” 

Zaccheus fastened on his sandals and helped Onnua to stand. 
“Where do you come from, Thadeus?” 

“Jerusalem. Thank you. Will you join me Master Zaccheus?” 

Zaccheus indicated the door and they went to a table in the great 
room. The other three thought it odd that a guest asked for Zaccheus’ 
company. Hiram prepared him a plate and Mydia served him. Zaccheus 
sat with him and they discussed the weather and if Bethany was a nice 
place to live. As the young man ate he drew lazily on the table with his 
finger. Thadeus remarked on the quality of the food and how nice the 
inn was, and drew on the table. 

Zaccheus finally figured out what the young man was doing. He 
was drawing an Icthus. Zaccheus reached out and covered his long 
slender youthful hand with his little short one and then drew the fish 
on the table too. The young man smiled a broad grin. He was trying to 
be sure that Zaccheus was the right man. 

“We have sent a runner to the town from which Bartemaus and 
Cleopas sent their last missive. We will try to find them and get them 
home,” he said in a low but conversational voice, looking casually about 
to see who would be in earshot. 

“Who?” 

“No name.” 

“Where?” 

“Tt’s not safe to say.” 

“Do you like your fish?” 

“It’s very good and I appreciate your hospitality.” 

“When do you think we will hear?” 

The boy shook his head and shrugged. 

“Will you come again?” 4 
“For a meal like this, yes!” 

“Eat up. Compliments of the inn. You have brought us hope.” 
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“T must pay for it.” 

“Not as long as I run this inn. Will you stay the night?” 

“No, I have other duties.” He again looked around stealthily. “We 
all pray daily for their safety. Others have been arrested, men mostly, 
and never heard from again. We must move swiftly to prevent more 
arrests. 

“What can be done?” Zaccheus was concerned that more would 
be found. 

“We vary the location of the meetings. We walk different ways if 
we think we are being observed. This is very helpful,” Thadeus drew 
the Icthus fish again. “To the unobservant it means nothing. To us it 
means safety.” 

“Thadeus, when the women were arrested, my son had been with 
them but was hidden just before the women were taken. We have 
searched for him but to no avail.” 

“Yes, Anna Elsbeth mentioned that as well. She told us all what he 
looked like and asked us to be looking for him as well. His safety is 
also in our prayers.” 

Tears came to Zaccheus’ eyes. This whole thing had been very 
trying on all of them. “Thank you. God Bless you!” 

Thadeus promised to return when there was more news to bring. 
Zaccheus refused money for his food and sent Thadeus back to Jerusalem 
with a prayer. 


(Ease Ts? 


Navia, wife of Marcus Tiberius, had spent the day pretty much like 
all the others here in Jerusalem. Her husband did not like her going 
out and about in the city. He did not think she was safe. If she did go 
out, which was rare, she would occasionally visit other women whose 
husbands were posted to this place. She only went out in her litter so 
she thought she was safe. It took four servants to carry it. Her servants 
had been hand picked by her husband for loyalty and she did trust them 
explicitly. 

Today she was sure that she was finally carrying a child, so she 
wanted to be extra careful. She would not stir from the house until she 
was sure. She decided to spend the day relaxing. First she had her maids 
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fix her a warm bath. She soaked for a while and then let them rub her 
with oils. She dressed in a cool, open gown for the day was already 
promising to be hot. She had a mid-morning break in the coolness of 
the courtyard. A missive came from her brother and mother in Rome 
but she decided to share that later with her husband. It was so nice to 
hear from home. Her mother had hated to see her come to the end of 
the world. This place was almost the edge of Roman territory. But Navia 
decided that wherever Marcus Tiberius was, there was home. And she 
also knew that it was practically impossible to have a child if you were 
not living in the same country as your husband. And Navia did so want 


a child. 


In the late morning she sent her servants for food and supplies for 
the day. She had decided on fish for supper. They would get that and 
bread and fresh produce for their evening meal. She liked the house 
when some of them were gone. It was quiet and she felt freer than when 
they were all here and watching her for her every need. 

She had a light lunch inside the house. She was amazed that the 
big stone buildings did not get warm here in Palestine of the Roman 
Empire. In early afternoon one of the other wives came to see her. 
Navia had her women serve them cool wines and dates and grapes. 
This woman was not one of the women whose company she craved or 
enjoyed, but she was polite and listened to her ramble. She did not tell 
her that she was sure she was pregnant. That news was for her husband 
alone. 

Her neighbor stayed way longer than Navia could really bear, but 
she was too polite to try to say goodbye early. When the visitor finally 
left and promised to come again, Navia stretched on her couch and 
dreamed of sons with dark curly hair like her husband. They should 
look like him. They would grow to be fine good men like her Marcus 
Tiberius. 

She did not stir until she heard the commotion of Marcus Tiberius 
returning to the house. She rose from her couch and checked her hair 
and face. It was important to her to always look nice when Marcus 
Tiberius came home. Navia reasoned that if he came home to a beautiful 
and loving wife, he would come home early, and to her. She smiled at 
her reflection in the glass as she thought about her afternoon visitor. 
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Navia wondered if that woman’s husband liked coming home to her. 
Then her eyes twinkled as she laughed to herself about that. 

“What makes my wife smile so becomingly?” asked Marcus Tiberius 
coming up behind her and kissing her neck. She leaned into his strong 
shoulders and sighed. He took her hand and led her to dinner. 

Navia could tell that her husband had something on his mind. He 
was picking at his food. She watched him for a bit as she ate her fish 
and tasted the fresh vegetables. She hoped he would say something. She 
put some of the honey on her bread and nibbled at a corner. Many of 
her Roman friends did not like the Jewish bread, but she found it tasty 
and grainy and satisfying. At last she decided she would just ask why 
he was so quiet. 

“Marcus Tiberius, you are not eating. Does this silence and the 
furled eyebrows have to do with your meeting with our favorite high 
priest?” 

Marcus Tiberius smiled at her phraseology. It was hard to hide 
things from this woman. She could see through him and some days, 
she saw into his soul. “Yes, it is about our meeting. I do not like what he 
suggests, but this is a Jewish internal affair, and I am bound to handle 
it as they and Pilate see fit.” 

“Am I allowed to know what is going on in the internal, infernal 
Jewish world?” 

He smiled again. If she were a man she would be the Caesar. “You 
know that one of the women we are detaining is the niece by marriage 
to Caiaphas?” She nodded. “Well, I think that he is doing this to teach 
her a lesson. I believe he hopes to show the world that her faith in the 
man, prophet, preacher, teacher, what ever he was, named Jesus, is false.” 

“I remember hearing about him. He had been put to death prior to 
our posting here. I don’t understand why anyone would want to follow 
a dead man.” ) 

“But, Navia, my dear, they believe he is alive. And that he has flown 
up to heaven.” 

Navia raised an eyebrow. “So what does Caiaphas want you to do?” 

“First he wants my men to befriend them so we know what they are 
thinking down there. Then he wants us to offer them their freedom.” 

“And what is Caiaphas’ price for that?” 


“They must renounce, and never worship again, the man Jesus.” 
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“That's all?” 

“Navia, you do not understand. To some of these people, that may 
be too high a price.” 

“You do not think they will . . . renounce, is that the word? You 


think they will remain in prison? So they remain in prison. That is their 
choice. But what do you not like? Are you telling me everything?” Navia 
broke off another piece of bread. 

Marcus Tiberius shook his head. “No, I have not told you everything. 
I did not wish to spoil your dinner or upset you.” He paused and thought 
for a minute. “We are to then threaten them with death, carefully 
worded and designed by Caiaphas to show the world that they are not 
that devout. Especially, he wants to discredit the aforementioned niece.” 

“And would you kill them?” Navia looked deeply into her husbands 
eyes and saw the sadness there. 

“If I am ordered to I will. May the gods help me, if I must; | am 
bound to follow orders.” 

Navia thought about his words and put the information away so she 
could think about it later. “Is there no recourse?” 

He shook his head, and she knew he was embarrassed to be put in 
this position. 

They spoke no more of this that evening. The night was cool and 
fresh and they walked and spoke low in the garden courtyard of their 
home. Navia spoke of her hope that this time she was with child. 
Marcus Tiberius looked long into her eyes that reflected the moon. He 
hoped fervently that it was true. This good and kind woman deserved 
a child to nurture and love. 

In the morning he found Navia sobbing. There would be no child 


growing in her womb this month. 


Chapter Five 


Pe i he next few days flowed into one another as the days before. 
Before dawn Mydia was up and dressed in her beggar costume 
and walking to Jerusalem. She brought food and hope to the women 
and children. In a few days she had brought enough extra garments 
that most of them were warmer. Unfortunately the twins had colds by 
now and the babies were catching colds. Kezia told her that the guards 
were acting differently. They had started coming into the cell when the 
brought the bread and were talking to them. 

“Are you afraid they will harm you?” asked her mother. 

“They don’t seem to be here for that, or they would have already. 
One, the leader of them, seems nice; the second in command is pretty 
gruff. The other two we have seen are quiet and just stand and watch. 
I think they are spying on us to see what we are doing and I am sure 
they are reporting to Uncle Caiaphas.” 

“They have sent runners to look for Bartemaus and Cleopas. 
They have to start where they last heard from them. All of us and the 
fdlowship pray for your safety and release.” 

“They won't be released, they'll be killed!” came the voice from the 
comer. 

Mother and daughter exchanged looks. Mydia knew that the 
woman in the corner made their time there more difficult each day. 

“And you coming here puts us al] in danger.” 

“She’s right. I should go.” 

They touched fingertips and smiled and said goodbye. 

As in the days before, Nathanael saved a tiny part of his bread for 
the mouse and Jeft it on the window sill. Since there was no story then, 
he lingered a bit back from the window and this time saw the little 
rodent come out. She went straight for the bread, as if she expected it. 
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She put it all in her mouth and scampered away. Nathanael smiled to 
himself as he joined the other children. 


f & ¢£ 


Zaccheus kept a similar schedule as Mydia. He got up early and took 
care of the financial business of the inn. Then he walked to Jerusalem 
and walked the streets asking everyone if they had seen a boy like Shua. 
One man told him one day that his description sounded like all the 
orphans and urchins that ran the streets of Jerusalem. Zaccheus had 
tried to protest that his son was neither an orphan nor an urchin, but 
the man dismissed him with a wave of his hand and went on his way. 

Some days he would stop and see Anna Elsbeth and her houseful 
of children. They all promised to watch for the boy too. They told 
Zaccheus that besides the women and children the fellowship was 
praying for Shua’s safe return. He was grateful for that. 

Almost daily he stopped in to see Mahnaoh. They often had lunch 
together and talked about Bartemaus. Sometimes Onnua packed him a 
small lunch and other times he and Mahnoah went to a place down the 
street that served a reasonably priced soup and bread. Mahnoah missed 
Bartemaus in the shop — he had wanted to retire — but he understood 
how important Bartemaus and Cleopas’ mission was. Mahnoah was 
also watching for Shua. He had met the lad on several trips to the inn 
in Bethany and liked the boy. 


fee ¢ 


One day, shortly after Marcus Tiberius and Navia had talked about 
the new directions from Caiaphas and Pilate, he called his head man 
to his office. 

“Well, Corello, what is going on in cell number three? Are you 
getting to know them? Are they ready to go home yet?” 

“They are dirty, but Marcellus says that is only because they are 
Jews. The children, at least some of them, are sick. But they pray to their 
Hebrew God when they eat the bread they are given.,They thank Him 
for it.” He laughed. “I bring it and they thank Him.” 

“Anything else?” 
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“The two younger mothers are nursing little ones. They are nearly a 
year, maybe older. But I would think they would have dried up by now. 
We really do not take them much each day to eat.” 

“Caiaphas’ orders. Go on.” 

“The young girl, she is pretty and I think she watches me. Marcellus 
is pretty rude and you can’t get information from them by being rude. 
It could work to our advantage, if the young girl can trust me to talk 
to. If they need things or wish to speak to someone they would ask me 
and not Marcellus. Do you wish us to continue this way?” 

“I believe that Caiaphas will have a document prepared for us to 
read to them tomorrow. Then we will see where they stand. You think 
they are tired of the prison and all its comforts?” 

“One of them is I am sure. The one with curly, reddish hair. I don’t 
think she is really a Jew. She does not act like the others. If one of them 
wants to give up and go home, that is the one.” 

“Return to your post. Let me know if anything changes or seems 
different to you.” 

Corello turned to leave and stopped. “There is one thing, sir. They 
do not seem to be losing weight like they should on so little food.” 

“Ts anyone in your troop likely to be giving them extra provisions?” 

“No, Centurion, I do not think so.” 

“You are dismissed.” 

Marcus Tiberius sat and thought about the women and children in 
cell three for a long time. Perhaps he should go and see them. He had 
tried to avoid that, but if he was to be asked to punish them ultimately, 
he should see their faces. 

He walked with purpose to the stairs that led to the cells below and 
indicated to the jailer which cell he wanted opened. He heard shuffling 
about as the key turned and the door was pushed open. He took a torch 
and stepped into the cell and looked down the steps to the floor. The 
first sensation was the terrible odor. He was used to the odor of battle. 
The smell of sweat, blood and sometimes the stronger odor of urine. He 
had also learned to smell fear. He had heard that animals could smell 
fear. He had heard that especially cats of all sizes could smell fear. He 
wondered if it was true. This cell smelled of decay, of bodily waste and 
menses. He was surprised that he did not smell fear. He tried not to 


show his disgust as he called out, “Who speaks for this group?” 
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A young, attractive woman with a child on her hip stepped forward. 
“I do.” Without the dirt, she might be considered beautiful for a Jew. 
The small child she was holding was beguiling as only little girls can be. 
She had damp ringlets about her head, a beautifully shaped mouth and 
inquisitive eyes. He noticed too that she had a birthmark on the inside 
of her arm just above her elbow. It looked like a fig. 

“And you are?” asked Marcus Tiberius trying not to be short with 
the woman who spoke for the group. 

“Kezia, wife of Bartemaus.” 

‘Tll come right to the point,” he looked around at all of them. 
“What will it take to get you out of here and send you to your homes?” 

“For you to unlock the door and let us go free. We have done 
nothing against you, or Rome. We have broken no laws.” She was a 
plucky little woman. 

“The Sanhedrin believes that you have,” he countered. 

“You mean Uncle Caiaphas.” 

“So, if you tell him you were wrong and that you won't do it again, 
I get my cell back and can put real criminals in it.” 

“We cannot deny what we believe. So please, let us out or leave us. 
Friends, join me in prayer.” 

“Get these crazy people out of my cell. It is bad enough being in 
here, but worse with all these people, talking and praying and babies 
crying.” An unseen person shrieked this from the corner. 

Marcus Tiberius watched as the others gathered around Kezia and 
they began to pray. As he walked back to his office he knew that this 
was not going to be an easy task to break them, but break them he must. 


ff ¢£ 


Shua had now spent several days in the company of these urchins. 
He had gone on their thieving raids with them for fear ifhe did not they 
would laugh at him, or worse, not allow him any food. And because of 
his upbringing the bread stuck in his throat. He did not want to swallow 
it for it was stolen, but he needed it to live. 

Everyday he hoped he would meet someone hg knew and they 
would be able to help him get home. But each day passed and he became 
dirtier. Each day he found himself becoming more like the boys he was 
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with. And each time he took something from another he prayed that 
God would forgive him, that the Lord would forgive him, and that his 
mother would forgive him. He was pretty sure that God and Yeshua 
would forgive him, but he knew that all this would make his mother so 
ashamed and sad. He hated that he was doing things that would make 
her sad. 

‘Maybe when he got home they would be so glad to see him... or 
they would be angry for him worrying them so. Perhaps they would 
never know that he had been stealing. Wasn’t it the right thing to do if 
you are hungry? Rules don’t mean the same when you are hungry. He 
played with that thought in his head for awhile and then realized his 
mother and father would not agree. If you are hungry, work for food. 
Didn't one of the fellowship leaders say that when a man would not 
work he could not eat? 

Shua thought about the boys in the group and realized they did not 
have nice homes with parents who loved them. They were on the streets 
because they were orphans. And then he wondered if any were there 
because their parents had disowned them, or sold them as slaves and 
they had run away. Wasn't “Delia unhappy because she thought Jathar 
had sold her to Zaccheus? The more he thought about it the more he felt 
sorry for the boys. Someone, somewhere at home, loved him. 

He still was not sure how to leave this gang and make his way 
home. He was also one of the young ones and they all made him do the 
messy jobs. This was mostly because he had cleaned up that first night 
and after that he was made to pick up the leftovers from everyone and 
get them out of the shed. So he cleaned up the messes and tried not 
to complain and he never cried in front of the others. But he wanted 
to go home to some of Hiram’s warm bread and soup and his mothers 
pastries. 

The next day they were out again doing the usual foraging. Shua 
noticed that they never went to the same area two days in a row. He 
instinctively knew why. People would start to recognize them and they 
would not have such an easy time of taking what they wanted. Some 
of the boys encouraged him to be bolder about stealing saying that he 
would not get any of the spoils if he did not help. So he did pick up 


some fruit and bread and hid them in his tunic. 
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King Ahab, the leader indicated it was time to head back and they 
gathered and started back to their shed. As they turned the corner 
Ahab stopped them. Up ahead a man was walking slowly supported by 
a walking stick. He was carrying a basket full of food. He also had a 
small sack of coins tied to his waistband. 

King Ahab talked softly with his most trusted companions and 
they nodded. Suddenly the four of them shot out after the man. One of 
them ran full force into him and toppled him over. The next grabbed his 
basket, while the third picked up the food that had spilled. King Ahab 
stopped to pull the sack of coins from his waist cord. By then the man 
had gotten a grip on his staff and took a swing at King Ahab. The welt 
he received on his leg angered him and instead of running he turned 
and began kicking the old man. One of his trusted companions came 
and pulled him off the old man and they all ran down the road. 

It happened so fast that Shua had not run but stood horrified at 
what he saw. He thought of his father being attacked by the thieves on 
the road to Jericho. He was not born yet when it happened. He had 
heard the stories about how friend Jathar, “Delia’s father, had rescued 
him. Shua thought he should run and catch up to the other boys, but 
something made him stop and wait. He could hear his father saying 
that if he ever saw someone hurt he should stop and help. It was a way 
of thanking Jathar again, by passing on the kindness. 

So Shua walked slowly up to the man and inquired if he was hurt. 
It was obvious that he was indeed hurt. He was groaning and not 
making a move to stand up. The man looked at him warily and asked, 
“Are you trying to rob me too. There’s nothing left, those ruffians took 
everything I had.” 

Shua had been told to always tell the truth and he almost said he 
was one of them but he did not want to experience the business end 
of the man’s staff, so he lied. “I, no, I wanted to help you. I saw what 
happened.” 

“You are too little and you can not help me up.” 

“I can try,” Shua answered confidently. He pulled on the man’s hand 
to help him sit up. The exertion did two things; it caused the fruit and 
bread to tumble from his tunic and the man to howl,n pain. 

“You are one of them!” and the man began to flay at Shua with his 


staff. 
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Shua did not stop to pick up his food, he just ran. But down the 
street a way he could still hear the man groan. So he knocked at a door 
and when it was opened he pointed back up the street. “There’s a man 
hurt back there and I am too little to help. Can you please help him?” 

“The woman looked back up the street and drew in her breath, “It’s 
old Obadiah!” She grabbed her shawl, threw it about her hair and ran 
up the street. 

Shua felt better, the man would have help. He also justified himself 
by thinking that first of all he did not hurt him, and second he had 
gotten him some help. But now what? He did not want to return to the 
shed and that life. But what else could he do? He looked up to pray and 
ask God what he should do and saw the beautiful top of the Temple. 

“I was going to go there when King Ahab picked a fight with me. 
I can still go there. Someone surely can help me there.” So instead of 
following the boys and King Ahab to the shed, he turned his feet toward 
the Temple. 


Chapter Se 


he sky is dark over the town of Bethlehem, the city of David. The 
Copnes of travelers has been steady into town all day. Now there 
are still only a few stragglers entering the safety of the town. A tall man 
comes leading a donkey. A young woman rides on the donkey. All three are 
weary from the journey. He must find shelter soon. He has been turned away 
from three inns already. He has only one last option: the inn of Flaude and 
his wife Maude. 

“Flaude! Flaude! I need some help; I can't do all this myself. I need 
some help!” 

“Yes, dear, anything you say dear.” 

“Flaude, take and serve this bread and meat.” Knock, knock, knock! 
‘And answer the gate!” 

“Which, Maude, which?” 

“Which what, Flaude?” 

“Serve the people or answer the gate, my dear?” 

‘T'll serve, you answer!” Knock, knock, knock! 

“Coming, coming, what? What do you want?” 

At the door was the tall man with the woman on the donkey. “Please, 
sir, do you have a place for my wife and me?” 

“By your speech, you are a Nazarene.” 

The tall man looked sad. He knew that Nazarenes weren't made 
welcome in Bethlehem. “We have come a long way by order of the governor. 
I am of the house and lineage of David.” 

Flaude sighed deeply. “Yes, yes, a whole town full of David’s family.” 

“But do you have space?” inquired Joseph hopefully. 

“NO! NO! No space, we're all full up!” 

Maude came up behind her husband and Rohe over his shoulder. 

“Flaude, quit dawdling! I need your help. Who is at the gate? Send them 
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away, we have no more room,” But then Mary groaned, for her time was 
upon her. “Mercy! Mercy! That woman is in labor. Flaude, Flaude, come 
over here!” She pulled her husband from the door and they spoke low 
together. 

“What, Maude?” 

“That woman is in labor!” 

“But, Maude, they're Nazarenes.” 

ESOF 

“Maude, you know nothing good can come out of Nazareth.” 

“Do you know what they say in Nazareth?” 

“No, I don’t but P'll wager you'll tell me, Maude!” 

“In Nazareth they say that nothing good can come out of Bethlehem.” 

Flaude was not put off by his wife’s comment. “He says he is of the house 
of David. How much kith and kin can one king have?” 

Mary tried not to moan out loud, but a sound escaped her lips. She 
wanted so much to be off this donkey and done with the journey. 

Maude observed, and quite correctly, that the woman was going to have 
the baby and very soon. “We have no room left, and our inner courtyard is 
full. Besides, she can’t have the baby in a crowd.” 

“Maude, I told them to go away.” 

“No, wait, put them in the stable.” Maude really got busy now. She 
knew what needed to be done and she was going to be sure that Flaude did 
it! “Yes, put them in the stable!” 

“But dear...” 

“Help him build a fire.” 

Bis ee 

“Take down some blankets.” 

“Yes dear.” 

Maude came out to Joseph and spoke to him as to an old friend. “We'll 
make you a nice place in the stable, young man.” 

“Thank you. I don’t know what we would have done.” 

‘And no charge.” 

“Maude!” protested Flaude. 

“No charge, Flaude!” 

“Yes, dear.” 

“There’s only a milk cow down there. You can put your donkey in the 


other stall.” 
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Joseph was almost in tears when he thanked them again and began to 
follow Flaude down the hill to behind the inn and a little cave in the hill 
under the inn. Mary rested on some sweet hay while the men built a fire. 
Maude returned to the inn to finish serving guests while she heated a basin 
of water. 


“Was Maude like your momma or mistress Onnua?” asked 
Nathanael. 

“She was Maude of Bethlehem.” 

“Was that really her name when the baby was born?” Kezia was 
surprised that question had come from Timon. 

“T don’t know her real name. So I used Maude.” 

Nathanael still wanted answers. “Is Maude more like your momma 
or like mistress Onnua?” 

“She’s like both of them, but more bossy. Let me get back to the 
story.” And Kezia began again. 


When the water was heated, Maude called her husband to help, 
“Flaude! Flaude!” 

At the sound of her voice, poor Flaude rolled his eyes. “Yes Dear?” 

“Help me carry this basin of water down to the stable. That poor girl is 
going to burst if that baby doesn’t come soon.” 

And poor Flaude mumbled under his breath, “That’s all we need, 
another Nazarene.” 

“Uf it’s born here it will be a Bethlehemite, wouldn't it?” 

“Of course it will, and I'll be a matzo ball.” 

‘A tough one at that! Here carry the water, I'll take the towels, and 
don't slop that!” With these words Maude led the way back down the hill 
to the stable. 

Flaude questioned her as they walked. “So, are you going to charge them 
for the midwifing and the laundry? What about the food?” 

‘And the roof and the hay and the air they breathe. Honestly, Flaude, 
it’s a barn not a room.” 

‘And the soup isn’t soup?” 

‘Leftovers, Flaude!” They arrived at the stable. And her question as to 
how was the little mother was met with more groans. 
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Joseph was so very glad to see them for he was sure that Mary could not 
give birth alone. Maude assured him that women had been doing this for 
centuries and though it was her first, she would be fine. And just as Flaude 
was sneaking off, “Flaude get back here!” 

“Now what?” 

“You take Joseph back up toward the inn. This is no place for the two 
of you. But don't go too far in case I need you.” 

“Yes dear!” And so Joseph and Flaude strolled about in the night air. 
Flaude could tell the father was worried, so he made conversation, “So 
Joseph,... ah... what "da ’ya want, a boy or a girl?” 

And Joseph confidently replied, “It’s a boy.” 

Flaude knew that most father’s wanted boys first off, hadn't he? But he 
got seven girls. He had not known they were girls until they came screaming 
into the world. Not unlike their mother he thought on more than one 
occasion. So he had to ask, “You know this already?” 

“Yes. It’s a boy. Mary says we'll call him Yeshua.” 

It must have been late, and Flaude must have been tired because then 
Flaude asked with his eyes sparkling, “Oh? From God’s mouth to your ear! 
It’s a boy!” 

‘Actually an angel in a dream. But close.” And Joseph said these words 
without a smile or hint that he might be teasing, as Flaude had tried to 
tease him. 

Flaude mumbled under his breath, “I am a matzo ball.” Then he asked 
Joseph if that sort of thing happened often... angels talking to him. 

Joseph confessed that this once had been the only time. At that moment 
it became very light about them and Flaude wondered what time it was 
that it was getting light so soon. But Joseph pointed out that it was a star 
above them. They both agreed it was the largest they had ever seen. And 
then they heard the pitiful, mewling cry of a baby taking its first breath. 
They both in unison began walking back down the hill to the stable. Maude 
came out to meet them. “It’s a big healthy, boy! I cleaned him up and Mary 
is wrapping him now.” 

‘A boy, you say?” 

Joseph went in to greet his son and Maude looked at Flaude. “Flaude, 
did you fix up that manger with hay and blankets?” 

“Well, she had to put the baby someplace.” 

“You old softy!” 
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Flaude and Maude returned up the hill to the inn where other guests 
were complaining and wondering about the star. Those in the courtyard 
could not sleep and the camels were restless. And then the singing! Who was 
singing in the middle of the night? . 


“Who was singing, Aunt Kezia?” 

“Listen to the story and you will find out.” 

“Angels!” said Talya with a touch of awe in her voice. 

Lydia stood and walked to the window. She leaned on the wall to 
listen. She had been such a busy young woman before coming here. She 
helped her mother, walked for the water daily, did lots of the shopping 
for food. Here she was stuck in this tiny room and her legs ached to 
move and walk and be useful. 


Well, let’s go to the hillside near Bethlehem... 


Marcellus unlocked the door for Corello and pulled it back. He 
followed Corello into the cell and stood watching as Corello got the 
attention of the women in the cell. The children were gathered about 
the leader. They stood and joined each other at the base of the stairs. 

Corello saw that the beautiful young girl had been looking up at the 
window when they entered. He thought her name was Lydia. She came 
to the group and the leader, Kezia, handed her the child in her arms. 

“What do you want of us?” 

“T have a document here prepared by the Sanhedrin.” Corello 
cleared his voice and opened the scroll. “By order of the Sanhedrin and 
the High Priest of Israel, you are directed to renounce Jesus. When you 
publicly declare that Jesus is a fraud, and you were deceived, you will 
be released from this prison and allowed to return to your homes. Be it 
known that you will be required to cease all activity in any connection 
to the man, dead and buried, known as Jesus.” 

He paused and looked down at the women and children. They were 
standing close to each other, holding hands or clutching one another. 
“Well, what is your answer?” 

Kezia looked over her shoulder and searched the faces of her friends. 
“Are we allowed a few moments in private to discuss this?” 
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Corello shrugged assent and indicated to Marcellus they should 
leave the prison. 

Kezia sat and gathered her small band of believers about her. She 
prayed first and then looked at each of the adults. She included Lydia in 
this. Lydia had recently had her Bat Mitzvah and could be considered an 
adult. “I do not believe that this is Uncle Caiaphas’ final word. I think 
that he is testing us, testing our resolve. He left us here long enough to 
despise the place. What do you think?” 

The women sat quietly for a moment. Then Rachael spoke, “I don’t 
think we have a choice. We have to stay here. We made a vow, Christ 
died for us, and this is a small price to pay.” 

“Delia,” asked Kezia, “do you wish to stay?” 

‘Delia was uncomfortable being singled out like that. “I guess we 
should stay. I want to be a good follower. But couldn’t we just say what 
they want and get out of here? The babies are sick.” 

Kezia thought for a moment. “Delia, do you remember Enoch? Do 
you remember that he pretended to be a Follower and he wasn’t? He 
just pretended so that I would marry him. I asked him about this very 
thing the day of our betrothal. He said he would pretend he was not a 
follower to get out of the prison. That is why I could not marry him. 
His faith meant nothing to him.” 

“Jesus died on a cross for us. We are only asked to live in this 
horrible place. We can do that for him,” whispered Lydia. 

“T say we get out of here. It stinks.” 

“No one asked you, Nathanael,” blurted Lydia. 

“Tf Jesus really loved us we would not be in this mess,” sighed “Delia 
deeply. 

“Delia, this is not about Jesus loving us. He does. This is about our 
love and commitment to Him.” 

Talya, who hardly ever spoke if anyone was around, spoke, “Mama, 
I want to go home.” 

“Me too,” echoed her brother. 

“We all want to go home, little ones, but we want to honor Jesus 


» 


too. 
“Luke told us of a Roman who said, ‘consider it the greatest sin to 


choose life over honor. For in doing so, you will lose what makes life 
worth living. I think that he means that if we go home and renounce 
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our faith we will no longer have what made living of any value. For we 
have lied to the Romans, and we will have spit upon our Lord’s gift.” 

“Aunt Kezia, we should stay.” Lydia leaned against her ‘aunt’. 

“Is that everyone’s vote?” 

Rachael and Lydia nodded. “Delia shrugged. 

“Get out while you can,” croaked the old crone. “Get out and leave 
me in peace.” 

Lydia carried the child Esmira, who was sleeping on her shoulder 
over to the dark corner. “Why are you so mean to us? We share our food 
and water with you. Mistress Mydia brought you a shawl. We try not 
to bother you and we would share our faith with you.” 

“Sure, that’s what I need! It’s going to get you all killed, believe in 
that.” 

“And if it does, then I would die gladly for Him.” 

“Then you would be a dead fool and not a live one.” 

Rachael came to her daughter’s side and drew her slowly from the 
conversation. 

When the guards returned, Kezia stood before them and declared 
that they would not renounce their faith. She also demanded again that 
they be released as they had broken no law. 

Marcellus laughed at her derisively, but Corello just wondered at the 
gutsiness of these women. 


ff ¢ 


Mydia came late that day. She did not tell her daughter that she was 
so tired she could hardly raise herself up from the bed. But she knew 
that they depended upon her for their daily supply of food so she had 
forced herself. The long walks to and from Jerusalem were taking their 
toll on her. And then the long hours of work when she returned to the 
inn. She felt some mornings like she had just fallen to sleep when the 
cock was crowing in greeting of a new day. 

When she approached the familiar barred window and the scrubby 
rose bush that was setting blossoms, she could hear her little charges 
singing. And though she was tired and worn frem the walk she 
remembered that she was still outside the prison and asked God to 
forgive her for complaining to herself. 
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Kezia told her about what Uncle Caiaphas had done. She told that 
they had voted to stay. She whispered her concerns about Fidelia. Would 
mother ask the others to pray for ‘Delia’s strength? Kezia begged her 
mother for news from the inn. She wanted so to hear the ordinary. She 
wanted to hear her mother tell about Pharaoh chasing the rooster out 
the door. The thought of “Delia being knocked over always made her 
laugh. But Pharaoh was no more. Odd, she thought, that her sharpest 
memory of him would always be taking after that rooster. That and 
Pharaoh sitting between her and Enoch. Pharaoh never liked Enoch. 
And the days Pharaoh waited at the grave of Bernice after her death. 
Pharaoh was such a dear companion and his love was apparent even in 
his death. 

After Mydia told some of the highlights of the inn, Kezia held up 
Esmira for her grandmother. Mydia wanted so to hold her. But touching 
her through the bars would have to do. 

Mydia said goodbye with a prayer and turned from the window. 

She heard Kezia say, “Let’s sing our thanks for food,” as she led them 
in a hymn of thanksgiving. Mydia stood listening with her back pressed 
up against the stone walls. What a brave and beautiful daughter she and 
Hiram, well, all of them, had raised. It was time to do the walk home 
and she dreaded it. But home she went, one foot in front of the other. 

The prisoners ate their meal quietly, and as always, Kezia shared the 
bounty with their cell mate. She always took it and ate greedily, but she 
never said thank you. 

After the meal, Kezia gathered everyone about herself and asked 
ther to sing more hymns. She thought it would keep their spirits up. 
After they had sung for a while, she suggested they could write their 
own hymn of praise. Where should they start? 

Talya, who was still thinking about the story of Bethlehem, 
suggested that they could thank the baby Jesus for coming. And with 
help from the older children, the first verse was written and put to a 


simple tune: 


Thank you, Baby Jesus, 
For coming from above. 
Thank you, Baby Jesus, 
For bringing down your love. 
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Nathanael wanted to know if the boy Jesus was anything like him. 
He loved to climb trees and play inventive games, and float wooden 
boats in the creek. And he loved small animals. Rachael said she did 
not know why Jesus would not have been anything but a normal little 
boy. After all, he was a child at one time. He would have had to have 
been and he was a boy. And everyone knew that boys could get into all 
sorts of mischief. Then there was a loud discussion about whether or not 
Jesus would have gotten into trouble. Nathanael and Timon supported 
the claim that he would have since he was a boy and boys were better 
than girls. Didn’t all fathers want boy children? But Lydia, with Talya’s 
agreement, suggested that surely He would have been a good boy as He 
was God’s son. And girls were important too because it was Mary not 
Joseph that had the baby. Then the children were good naturedly yelling 
their point of view until... 

“Quiet! I need my rest!” And they all stared into the dark corner. 

“It’s time to decide what to put in the second verse,” suggested 
Rachael with a finger to her lips. 

Nathanael thought it should be about the boy Jesus and so this is 
what he came up with: 


Thank you, Boy Jesus, 
Por showing us your mind. 
Thank you, Boy Jesus, 
For teaching us to be kind. 


Then they all sang both verses to help them remember as they went 
along. Rachael was pleased that they did this last part a little quieter, 
so as not to disturb their cell mate. 

Kezia then reminded them about the story she had told about Jesus 
being tempted and that they should be thankful that Jesus had not 
sinned. They tried a lot of different words out before they settled on 
strong and wrong for the rhyming words. 

Lydia then sang the third verse alone and Rachael was so pleased by 
the beautiful voice her eldest daughter had developed. She remembered 
that Lydia’s real father, who had died, also had a melodious voice. He 
had often sung while working. Lydia, just a small girl then, had tried 
to sing along. Lydia had Rachael’s blue eyes and curly dark hair, but 
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she had the tall straight figure of her father. He would have been proud 
of the beautiful woman she was becoming. And she thought of her 
Cleopas, Lydia’s step father and the father of her other children. Where 
was he? When would he come? But it was he and Bartemaus they had 
come to arrest that day. She wondered if they would be released if 
Bartemaus and Cleopas were arrested. Then she thought that surely 
the men would be killed and the women spared if that happened. Life 
without Cleopas, she could not bear that. And she felt in her heart that 
they would not kill women and children. 

“Now, everyone sing it,” Lydia said and they all lifted their voices 
in praise using the third verse and then all three verses: 


Thank you, Lord Jesus, 
For doing no wrong. 
Thank you, Lord Jesus, 
For helping us be strong. 


And Rachael’s thought came back to the children and that they 
must keep their spirits up. 

“Ts that enough verses?” asked Kezia. 

Lydia suggested that the song would not be complete if they did not 
have praise for the resurrection of their Lord. So then they all started 
giving suggestions again about what the last verse should say. Timon, 
wanted to use the word king but he could only think of ring and bring 
as rhymes. It was “Delia that suggested life and strife as their couplet. 
She pointed out that His reason for rising from the grave was eternal 
life and that His love helped them in daily strife, this prison being an 
example of real strife. 

So with strife and life as their rhyming words and Risen Lord as 
their focus, they sang the last verse: 


Thank you Risen Lord, 
For your gift of life, 

Thank you, Risen Lord, 
For helping us in strife. 
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Esmira clapped along as the children sang through the whole song 
and then she piped at the end: 


“Thank you, Jesus!” 
y' 


So that was added to the end of the song, but they didn’t sing it, 
they shouted it, which of course, brought more cursing from the corner. 
But for some reason instead of frightening the children it sent them into 
gales of laughter. 

Rachael had carefully saved a little bread from what Mydia had 
brought and after a grace they ate their small portions. Kezia and Fidelia 
nursed their babies and then the older women arranged the children for 
sleep. Lydia went to the window to check on the roses, but they were 
still tiny, tight buds. Then Lydia sang them all a lullaby her real father 
had sung to her. And Kezia, holding Esmira close to keep her warm, 
fell to sleep praying and listening to the lovely melody of the lullaby. 


& fF 


Shua had only been to the temple once before and that had been 
when he was much younger. It still looked enormous to such a small 
boy. It had taken longer to get to it than he had thought. It was so big, 
you could see it from a distance and he had walked a long time, to him, 
to get here. He looked straight up at the tall walls and realized he would 
have to find a door. He started walking to the right around it. This was a 
mistake, as the main entrance was around the corner to his left, but this 
way he walked all around it. And these lesser doors were already closed 
for the night. And he was sure he would never get where he was going. 

He saw a lot of things as he walked. He saw beggars asking for 
a coin or two. He felt bad that he had nothing to give. He knew his 
father would give if he were here. Well, if his father were here, he would 
not be in this mess. He saw beautiful women standing in doorways. 
He saw men talk to them and then they went inside. He saw a lame 
man stretched in a doorway. There was an oozing sore on his leg. Flies 
buzzed about it, but the man did not seem to care. [t was nearly dark 
by the time Shua finally found the main gate to the temple, but it too 
was shut. He knocked on the silver plating of the door, but the door 
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was so big and his hand so small, he was sure that if anyone was inside, 
they would not hear. 

He was hungry and thirsty and the night air was cool, but he had 
gotten this far, he would wait for morning. He scrunched into a corner 
of the building near the door and pulled his legs up to his chest. He 
pulled his tunic down over his legs and wrapped his arms about them. 
It was not an ideal situation, but the small boy was exhausted and soon 
his head rested on his knees and he was asleep. He was sleeping on the 
porch that ran across the whole front of the building. It was about 10 
cubits wide. 

As the sun came up, Shua awoke shivering. Someone inside the 
temple pushed open the doors. They were silver on the inside as well. 
The doors of silver were 10 cubits wide and 20 cubits high. He was a 
little stiff as he stood up, so he jumped a little to get feelings back in his 
legs. Then he looked inside the gate. What he saw made his eyes almost 
pop. It was only the outer courtyard, but it was magnificent. And the 
stones used to construct the Temple were massive. 

He was standing under the portico of the entrance. The portico 
ran around on the inside of the three outside walls. The columns were 
enormous. He thought that if he and three of his friends could hold 
hands and stretch, they could encircle just one of them. He looked up. 
The support beams, 25 cubits above him, were all cedar. Across from 
him was the entrance to the inner court. When he looked up, he could 
just see the entrance to the Holy of Holies. It was all in gold. And the 
top of the building was covered in gold and had spikes all the way 
around it. This was what he had seen from the street. It had been in his 
heart a beacon of hope. 

He knew, for his father had told him that the Ark of the Covenant 
was no longer there. He also knew that this was not Solomon’s Temple. 
That had been destroyed years ago. This was the Second temple and 
King Herod had enlarged and expanded it. In fact they were still 
working on parts of it. 

Shua walked cautiously about the outer perimeter of the outer 
courtyard. There were some women cleaning in one area and they 
didn’t look too scary so he thought he could ask them for help. Shua 
remembered that in the stories Kezia told, that his own mother’s 
grandmother had told, there was a woman named Anna who served in 
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the Temple. Maybe one of these women knew her or, even better, was 
her. He approached them cautiously and stood near them watching and 
listening to their talk and friendly banter. 

At last one of them noticed him. “Little boy,” she said trying to be 
kind but firm, “no one is allowed to beg inside the Temple. You must 
go back out to the street.” 

Shua’s natural shyness came to the front but Shua’s need for help 
forced him to speak. “Please, is one of you the Prophetess Anna?” 

The women all began to look from one to the other. They shook 
their heads, that no they were not Anna, nor did they know an Anna. 

“But she served here when Jesus was a baby.” Shua looked from face 
to face hopefully. 

The women began to nervously look about at the name of Jesus. And 
the first who had spoken cautioned him not to say that name too loud in 
this place. But then the oldest of them came forward and admitted that 
she did remember stories of a Prophetess named Anna who had served 
in the Temple long before her. And part of the story was that she had 
been here when Simeon had seen the baby brought in for circumcision. 
She said the word baby with odd emphasis as if the others should know 
of whom she spoke. 

“But that was a long time ago, child, long before you were born. 
How do you know of this?” 

“Simeon was my mother’s great-grandfather. I have been told of 
him since I was a baby. So you are not Anna? I was hoping she would 
help me.” 

“Anna has been gone these many years too. But what help could 
she give you?” 

“She knew where great-grandmother Bernice lived and Eve lives 
near her and I have to find Eve.” 

The women looked at each other with both amusement and 
bewilderment. They knew that the small boy was sincere, but the fact 
that the stories he knew where so old, told them that he probably was 
mistaken as to the whereabouts of Eve too. 

Again the first woman who spoke to him, the one who seemed to 


be in charge, asked him, “Why do you need to find this Eve?” 
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Shua thought for a minute. How much should he tell her? Could 
she or any of them be trusted? He decided on what he thought could 
be a safe answer. “She knows where my parents are.” 

“Are you lost? Were you separated from them somehow?” The eldest, 
who had known about Anna, knelt beside him. 

As he tried to decide what to say, tears started to roll down his face. 

Oh, you poor thing,” said the oldest as she put her arm about him. 
“Sakes alive, you are so cold!” Shua was still cold from his night on the 
steps, and her hands were warm and tender toward him. “When did 
you get lost?” 

Shua tried to think, how long had it been since that day? He wiped 
his face and shook his head, he could not remember. 

“When did you eat last?” 

He couldn't remember that either. He shook his head. He sniffled. 
Was someone finally going to help him get to Eve? 

The women led him to a room off the outer courtyard. Here they 
wrapped him in a blanket and offered him food. He ate hungrily. He 
drank deeply of the water they offered him. He thought now that he 
could talk to these people. At least they were not Caiaphas. 

He drew a deep breath, and started. “My papa had brought us 
to Jerusalem to go to...” he stopped and looked at the women, then 
started over, “he brought us for a visit to Kezia’s house. Kezia is sort of 
my sister. Then she and I went to visit Eve and when we got back there 
were...” Shua stopped again. Should he tell the women that there were 
soldiers? He knew there were Roman soldiers and temple guards, and 
he was pretty sure the men who took the women and children were 
Roman. But what if he was wrong and they were from here, at the 
Temple? “We got back and there were bad men and they were beating 
up on our friends. And that’s when Pharaoh got dead. He tried to help 
them. And then I couldn’t firid my way back to Eve’s. I knew she could 
find my Papa.” 

“How long ago did all this happen?” 

“Days and days. I’m not sure.” 

“Where have you been all this time?” 

Shua thought about that for a moment. He was so ashamed of what 
had happened and what he had done, and the boys he had been with. 
“I was trying to find Eve’s house and then when I couldn’ find her, I 
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tried to get here.” That was really the truth because he was on the way 
here when he had literally run into King Ahab. “And I kept getting 
lost,” he finished lamely. 

The first woman drew the older woman aside and they talked 
together. Shua could not hear what was being said, so he finished what 
was on his plate. 

“His story seems so... unlikely, like we're missing pieces.” 

“Pieces that he doesn’t want us to know.” 

“Exactly! But I don’t think this is a sham. I mean we get beggars 
here but he seems to be genuinely trying to find Eve and to find his 
family.” 

“But what do you make of the part about the Pharaoh being dead? 
What do you suppose that means? And why would it take him days to 
find the Temple?” 

“That could be part of what he does not want us to know.” 

“And why not?” 

“Let’s ask him a few clarification questions and see if we can get to 
the truth.” 

The women returned to where the boy was finishing the grapes 
that another woman had brought him. He was surprised at how much 
he enjoyed the food. It was ordinary food, but he had been so hungry! 

The first woman who had spoken to him began. “Do you have a 
name?” 

“Shua bar Zaccheus. Well, actually Yeshua.” He almost added that 
he had been named after the Teacher, the Lord, but had thought better 
of it. What if these people were not believers? 

“Well, Shua, did you enjoy your meal?” 

“Yes, thank you. 

“Now, can you help us understand a little more about your situation?” 

Yeshua nodded. 

“We were a little confused. You said that Pharaoh was dead. Who 
or what was Pharaoh? And how did he die?” 

“Pharaoh Ramses. He was our dog. Well, he was really Kezia’s dog 
and he went with her when she got married.” 

The woman raised an eyebrow and frowned, “You had a dog named 
Pharaoh Ramses?” 
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Shua nodded. Since he had grown up with the dog it seemed a 
perfectly natural thing to him. 

“Why Pharaoh Ramses?” 

“Oh, Great-grandmother Bernice named all her children after the 
story of Moses. At least that is what I was told. So when they rescued 
the puppy, the only name left from the story was Pharaoh Ramses.” 

Realizing this was not helping them help the boy, the woman asked, 
“How did the animal die?” 

Shua looked from one to the other of the women. “When the bad 
men were hurting Kezia, Pharaoh tried to stop them and they... and 
they... killed him.” Large tears began to roll down the small child’s face. 
The women knew he was not lying about this. Whatever had happened, 
he had seen it and the memory of it was painful. 

The older woman gave Shua a towel to wipe off his tears and put 
her arm about him gently. 

The other woman waited a moment and then continued. “Why are 
you trying to find this Eve instead of your own house?” 

“Because she will know where to find my Mama and my Papa,” 
Shua sniffled and rubbed his nose with the rag. 

“Do you live here in Jerusalem?” 

“No, I live at the inn.” 

The women exchanged looks. At last, a little progress! “The inn 
where you live isn’t in Jerusalem?” 

Shua shook his head again. 

“Do you know what town it is in?” 

Shua thought for a moment. It was just the place he lived. He was 
not sure anyone had ever told him its name if it had one. Shua shrugged. 
“Tt’s just the town where we live.” 

The woman sighed. Why didn’t people teach their children 
important things like the name of the place they lived? 

“So that is why you want to find Eve, because she would know 
where to find your parents?” 

Shua nodded. Now they understood. 

“But what about Kezia? Does she live in Jerusalem? What happened 
to her?” 

“The bad men took her.” 

“Why did they take her?” 
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Shua thought again. He was pretty sure he knew why they had 
taken her and his friend Nathanael and Fidelia and the babies and 
Rachael and her children. He was not sure he should say why. He had 
heard the adults say that it was not always safe to talk about the Christ. 

The women were looking at each other and nodding. This was part 
of the story he was not as willing to share. But why not? 

Shua finally came up with an answer that he thought would suffice. 
“Because they were bad men.” 

“Do you have any idea where the bad men may have taken Kezia?” 

Shua thought for a minute and then said, because he really did not 
know, “To the bad men’s house?” 

The older woman saw a friend in the temple and left Shua’s side to 
go to him. The other woman asked Shua if he had eaten enough and 
if he wanted more food or more to drink. He politely thanked her for 
what he had had already and refused more. This was one more reason 
that she thought he was telling some truth. It was obvious to her that 
someone had tried to raise him properly and was probably, at this very 
moment, looking for him. 

The older woman returned to the room where Shua was. She was 
panting for she was a little plump. Her cheeks were rosy and she had 
bright, happy eyes. She was smiling. Behind her was an elderly man, 
dressed in rich robes. His face was wrinkled but he had kindly eyes. 

“Yeshua, this is Nicodemus. I think he may be able to help you. I’ve 
told him you are from an inn in a town outside of Jerusalem. The others 
and I seldom leave the temple as we have dedicated our lives to serve 
here. But Nicodemus is a trusted friend and I think if you will tell him 
about your home, he just may be able to get you back there.” 

Shua looked up at the round large man. “Shalom, Yeshua. Have 
these women taken good care of you?” 

Shua nodded up at the man. Shua had never seen anyone so large 
or dressed so splendidly. His tunic garments were linen, white and 
clean looking. And so bright! The fuller must have washed them! Over 
these was a silk robe of deep blue. And on the edges of the robe, gold 
embroidery. He had two beautiful gold rings, one on each hand. These 
had a blue stone like his garment in one and a deep red one in the other. 
“Come, lad, will you walk with me?” 
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Nicodemus nodded toward the outer courtyard. Shua followed and 
then stopped. He began to unwrap from the blanket, but Nicodemus 
assured him that he could keep it for now. “The outer courtyard is often 
cool early in the day.” 

They walked a bit, and Nicodemus scratched contemplatively at his 
beard. “Mary Ruth tells me that you are trying to find your way home.” 

Shua looked up at the man and nodded. 

“You live at an inn, but you are not sure what town. Is that right?” 

“Yes, sir,” Shua found his voice, but it sounded so tiny in this big 
place. 

They were passing the brazen altar and the laver. Shua looked at 
everything. The laver was brass and filled with water. Shua guessed that 
it was for washing of some kind. The brazen altar was brass, or at least 
covered in brass. Shua was not sure what it was exactly as it looked like 
a large empty box to him. On a little closer look, he realized there was 
a small fire burning in it. 

“Would you like me to help you find your way home?” 

“Do you know where my parents live?” 

“T think, between the two of us, we might be able to figure it out.” 

Across the outer courtyard, there was a large enclosure. Shua had 
already guessed that this was the tabernacle and that it was where the 
Holy of Holies was kept. It was the sacred place of God. There was a 
man coming out of there and Shua knew who it was. It was Bartemaus’ 
Uncle Caiaphas. He had been at the wedding of Kezia and Bartemaus. 
Shua remembered him because he was so thin and bony and had a 
mean look about him. At least Shua thought he looked mean. Shua 
edged a little until he was behind the large man. He hoped that the high 
priest would not see him there. Nicodemus saw the boy move thus and 
wondered why he would be afraid and hide. Nicodemus took a stance 
of devotion and prayer and hoped that Caiaphas would not come and 
acknowledge him. 

The boy looked stealthily around the ample person of Nicodemus. 
He had met Caiaphas, but had never seen him in his priestly robes. 
Even though he was afraid of Caiaphas, he was impressed by his robes. 

On the priest’s head was the miter that looked to Shua like a crown. 
It was made of fine white linen and wrapped about in coils. Hanging 
from this by blue lace ribbon, over his forehead, was a gold engraved 
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plate. It was too far away to read, but Shua knew, from his Hebrew 
studies, that it said HOLINESS TO THE LORD. The tunic he wore 
seemed to have three layers. The part that hung to the floor seemed to 
be like any man’s tunic. He could see that this was the garment that 
was also the same as his full sleeves. Above this, and shorter than the 
tunic, was a plain blue robe. Its hem was embroidered with a row of 
pomegranates. Interspersed along the edge was a row of golden bells 
that Shua could hear ringing as Caiaphas walked. He knew that these 
were to help the priest when he yearly went into the Holy of Holies for 
the sacrifice. If the bells stopped ringing the others knew that he had 
displeased God and been struck dead. He would then be pulled out by 
the rope about this ankle. The last outer garment that came to about his 
knees was the ephod. It was made of blue, purple and scarlet with gold 
threads woven into it. It was joined at the shoulders with a golden clasp 
with an engraved onyx stone in each. Shua knew that these stones were 
engraved with the names of the twelve sons of Israel. His father had told 
him that. The priest was girdled by a band of blue, scarlet and purple. 

But the most beautiful thing of the priestly robes was the breastplate. 
It was held to his shoulders by gold chains running to the gold clasps. 
Shua also knew that the breastplate contained twelve stones that 
represented the twelve tribes. His father had also told him that they were 
worn on the breast because of God’s affection for His chosen ones. Shua 
also knew that Caiaphas was of the tribe of Levi, the family of Aaron. 

Caiaphas glanced in their direction and Shua hid behind the ample 
person of his new friend again. 

Nicodemus spoke quietly under his breath to the boy. “Do you 
know the high priest?” 

Ries oir: 

“Are you afraid of him?” 

“Yes,” came the answer in a trembling little voice. 

“He will be going to the vestry soon. Then we will be free to speak.” 

And that is what Caiaphas did. 

“You may come out now, lad.” 

Shua stood beside Nicodemus again and they continued their walk, 
but Nicodemus was steering the walk toward the doors of the Temple. 
He thought it best to get the child away from Caiaphas if Shua was that 
afraid of him. 
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“So, lad, tell me how it is that you know Caiaphas. You do not live 
in Jerusalem according to Mary Ruth.” 

“My almost sister, Kezia, is married to his nephew. He was at the 
wedding at my house.” 

“But why are you afraid of him?” 

Shua knew that the adults had said that Caiaphas was arresting and 
killing the followers of Christ, but should he say that. He chose again 
a safe answer. “My parents said he wasn’t a nice man.” 

Nicodemus scratched his chin for a moment. Nicodemus feigned 
surprise. “Our high priest, not a nice man?” And then he chuckled. “I 
am afraid, son, that you are not the only one who lives in fear of him. I 
am sorry, but that is the truth.” He turned to face the boy and put his 
hands gently on the small shoulders. He looked Shua deeply in the eyes. 
“Are you a follower of the man whose name you bear? You can speak 
truthfully to me. I too believe that he is the Messiah.” 

A huge weight felt lifted from Shua’s shoulders. He smiled broadly. 
“Yes, I do and so does my family.” Finally someone he could trust! 

“And is that why you were vague with Mary Ruth and Uma?” 

Shua nodded. 

“That was probably wise my little friend. I am not sure either who 
within these walls can be trusted. Now tell me, what bad men took 
your sister?” 

“They were soldiers. I think they were Romans.” 

“Then I am sorry for you, my little friend. There is very little I 
can do for her. But I can help you find your way home.” They were 
at the gate. “Will you come home with me? My wife loves company. 
She especially likes to serve food to small boys.” He patted his ample 
stomach and laughed a merry laugh that Shua joined in. “Then while we 
eat we will discuss how to get you back to the people who are probably 
desperate to find you.” 

Nicodemus pointed to the right and they both headed that way. 
Shua liked this man. He had found someone, finally, who could help 


him. 


Chapter Seven 


ydia could hear the cock crowing. It could not be morning already! 
M But the light in the room was gray and Hiram had already left 
their bed. Mydia loved her daughter. She also knew that she and the 
others depended on her. But why was it more and more difficult to rise 
in the morning? Could it have anything to do with...? No. She put that 
thought out of her mind. They would be waiting for her. She rolled over 
and stood. She must not allow herself to get back in the bed. She would 
make some honey tea and use the last of the willow bark. Then she 
would pack some food and start for Jerusalem and her daily ministry. 

Hiram was fixing food for the guests when she got there. So she took 
some of the heated water and stealthily added honey and willow bark. 
While it was steeping, she gathered food into her basket and covered it 
with a cloth. Then she drank the tea and tried not to grimace too much 
over the taste. There was not quite enough honey. 

She then went to kiss Hiram. But he held her for a moment and 
whispered in her ear that she should give them his love. She nodded and 
began her journey. She always walked straight to Jerusalem but once in 
the city varied her route to the prison. But today, by the time she reached 
the city she was exhausted. She stopped at the first well she found and 
drew herself'a drink. What was wrong? But she had a delivery to make 
and so she moved on. When she got to the third window with the wild 
rose bush, she took a few deep breaths and called softly to her daughter. 

Kezia came quickly for she had been waiting for her. But the sight 
of her mother made her look twice. Mydia looked so pale. And she was 
sweating. “Mother, is something wrong?” 

“Tt is a hot day! The walk just took more out of me. I’ll rest some 
before I return.” 
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Kezia accepted the food and passed it to Lydia who carried it to her 
mother to divide up. They still always gave a portion to the old woman. 
“Your father sent his love, to all of you. We pray daily for you.” 

“Is there any word from...” 

“Bartemaus?” Mydia finished for her. 

Raand Cleopas: 

~ They are looking for them. I know that.” 

“We pray daily for their safety and speedy return.” 

Mydia looked around to be sure she was not being observed. “Is 
there anything you need?” 

“Sometimes, Mother, just seeing your face is enough. Thank you.” 

Lydia walked the toddling Esmira to the area of the window so 
Mydia could see her only granddaughter. She was so dirty. But she was 
not skin and bones. Mydia took comfort that the long walk daily was 
doing some good. 

She sent a kiss down to Esmira and then turned to go. She walked 
about two steps and fell on the ground from exhaustion. As she lay 
sprawled upon the ground and could not get the strength to pull herself 
up, she began to think. Her thoughts wondered to the Christ when he 
had been beaten and then forced to carry the cross. She remembered 
that Luke had said that the Messiah had stumbled and fallen many 
times. She would just rest here a moment. There was some shade from 


the building. She would just rest. 
fa # 


After Mydia had gone home, or so they assumed, they ate the food 
that had been brought. Lydia and the twins begged Kezia for another 
story. Lydia suggested that she finish the story of the baby. And again 
she begged of Kezia to make it funny. Kezia suggested that the babies 
be nursed first so they would be more content during story time. This 
was done and with Jude asleep on Lydia and Esmira asleep on Rachael, 
it was time for a story. Kezia smiled to herself that “Delia sat with the 
children, as eager as any for a story. She was younger than Kezia. How 
sad that she had a child so early and... 

“Where were we in the story?” 

“You were going to tell about the shepherds!” shouted Nathanael. 
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“Be quiet over there!” 

Nathanael covered his mouth with his hand and tried to stop the 
laugh that was trying to escape. He failed in his attempt and laughter 
burst from him. 

“Sure laugh at on old woman. You'll be old some day too.” 

Kezia tried not to laugh as she said, “The shepherds? Let’s find out 
what they were doing.” 

As Kezia began, Nathanael moved to the window and left his daily 
offering for the little rodent. His mother would be appalled he knew, but 
then it was something for him to think about besides this terrible place. 


On a hillside outside of Bethlehem, there where some shepherds watching 
over their flocks that night. It was late and it was cold and they were bored. 
They were gathered about the campfire for warmth and companionship. 

“Hey, Mart, pass me the jug. I'm thirsty. Glug, glug! Pitooey! Gag! 
That’s the water, I wanted the wine skin.” 

“Sorry, Shep. It’s empty.” 

Shep looked disappointed. “You drank it all?” 

Shepherd Mart defended himself. “Tt was cold out here. It warmed me 
up. Belch!” 


Kezia trying to belch sent everyone into more laughter. 

“That's a nice thing to teach children. What’s a matter with you?” 

They were all being a little giddy. The old woman speaking caused 
more laughter. Kezia tried to settle them with a look but found she was 
stifling a laugh herself. 

Nathanael was listening to all of this but watching the sill. Out 
came his little friend. She picked up the morsel and instead of leaving, 


she ate it right there. Nathanael stuck a finger out to her and she ran. 
“Back to the hillside.” 


Shepherd Shep looked up at Mart who had just belched and called him 
a swine. Then he sighed and observed that it would be a long night without 
the wineskin. 

“How long we been doin’ this now, Shep?” : 

Shep scratched at the tiny bit of hair he still had on his head. “Too long. 
Eighteen seasons now I figure. And night after night it’s the same. We come 
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out here at dusk. We relieve Ham and Jethro. We count the sheep. We sit 
and talk. We count the sheep. We drink a little, trade lies. And...” 

“... count the sheep.” Mart finished for him. 

Shep looked up and observed, “Have you noticed that nothing exciting 
ever happens in Bethlehem?” 

“Yeah, nothing’. Now Jerusalem! That's where it happens. Great town, 
Jerusalem.” 

“But Bethlehem! Not even God himself would notice Bethlehem. 

Mart shook his head in disdain. “What's to notice? A dusty little village 
with ordinary people living drab lives. Did you know this is the anniversary 
of my birth?” 

“Really?” 

“Yeah, really! But who would notice in Bethlehem? 

Shep was feeling tired of the same old routine. “Yup. Nothing BOTS 
ever happens in Bethlehem. Pity. I could use a little adventure in my life.’ 

Mart chuckled at his friend. “Be careful what you wish for, you might 
get it.” And that is when they heard the angels singing. “Hey, Shep, do you 
hear something strange?” 

‘T do, but I never heard a wolf sound like that. And where’s that light 
coming from?” 

Mart looked over his shoulder and could not believe what he saw. “Oh, 
Shep, I really am drunk. Take a look behind us. Tell me if you see what I 
just thought I saw. And I sure hope you dont see it.” 

Shep looked then where Mart had looked. “OOQOOOHHHH 
MMMMMMYYYYY! No, Mart, I do not see a person with wings hanging 
in the air. 

Mart whimpered. “We are dead men.” 

Then the angel spoke to them and told them that they should not be 
afraid. The angel said that it was bringing news of joy to the world. It told 
the shepherds that they should go to the city of David and look for the child 
born there and sleeping in the manger. 

“Mart, why is it telling us this?” 

“You are the one who wanted some excitement.” 

Shep shook his head. “This is more excitement than a person needs. I 
wish it would go away. It is too big, too bright.” 

Then there appeared a whole sky full of angels. And they were singing 
the joy of the Savior’s birth. 
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‘T see more of them. I should not have had all that wine.” 

Shep turned in a circle. They were everywhere. “It's not the wine. I see 
them too. I wish I had some wine to blame for this.” 

And just as suddenly as the angels had appeared, they disappeared 
again. Shep and Mart looked at each other to confirm that they had indeed 
heard and seen what they had heard and seen. 

“Well.” 

“Yeah, well.” 

“Well.” There was a long pause. “That was interesting. Are we still in 
Bethlehem?” 

Mart nodded his head. “Yes.” 

“This isn't Jerusalem?” 

“Nope.” 
Shep thought for a minute. “Suppose we go to Bethlehem, check this 
thing out.” 

“Who will watch the sheep?” 

“God noticed us! If He thought it important enough to tell us, maybe 
He Uae 


The key in the door lock stopped the story. All eyes looked up the 
steps. Corello entered with the jug of water and a bowl of bread. An 
unseen hand closed the door behind him. He came down the steps 
slowly letting his eyes adjust to the dim light. He began by stopping 
at each prisoner in turn and issuing each a piece of bread. He then 
allowed each to have a swallow from the jug. He seemed to be saving 
Lydia for last. 

“What's your name?” he asked her. 

“Why do you want to know?” 

Corello smiled at her. Under any other circumstance, she would 
have thought it a nice smile. In fact she found this young man pleasant 
to look at. He had a round face with a nice smile. His shoulders were 
broad and his arms powerful looking. He was not tall, but his legs were 
muscular and strong. “Marcus Tiberius wants us to know exactly who 
we are guarding, that’s all.” 

“Will knowing our names get us more food, warmth, light, a bath?” 

“I don’t make the rules. I don’t like having to treat you this way. 
But I follow the rules.” 
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He moved from her to the dark corner where the other prisoner 
lived. “Old Mother, come and get your share.” 

“Youre late today!” A skeletal frame draped in rags crawled from 
the corner and grabbed the offered food. The old woman gobbled the 
_ food and grabbed the jug. Her hands were thin and bony; her nails were 
long and chipped. 

-Do you have a name?” 

She spat some of the water on Corello’s sandaled feet. “I’ve forgot.” 

He turned to leave and looked again into Lydia’s eyes. He was struck 
by how blue they were, even in this light. She looked down at her hands. 
As he passed her she said quietly, “Lydia.” 

By the time they had eaten, and the guards had left, Esmira was 
fussing. So, story time had ended for the day. Kezia held the squirming 
Esmira and felt so very sad inside. On a sunny day — and it was sunny 
today, she could see a tiny bit through the window — she would have 
taken her child exploring. It would be as her mother and Onnua had 
done for her. Or as Bernice had done for her if the other women were 
busy. They would walk behind the toddling Kezia and tell her the names 
of things that she would find. That is what she and Esmira should be 
doing today. They would find bugs, and leaves, birds, lizards, a pot 
shard, a shiny stone. She would catch thistle seed on the wind. She 
would giggle with glee. She would learn new words. She would proudly 
show Abba her treasures at the end of the day. 

That is how it should be! What could Esmira possibly learn here? A 
huge sad knot rose in Kezia’s throat. They were in a prison. One corner, 
never cleaned out, was for their waste. One corner was the domain of 
the old woman. What could they explore here? A locked door? Stone 
steps? A barred window? At least there was the rose bush, struggling like 
them. And her mother came daily. They could be thankful for that. But 


it was times like this that her resolve wavered. 


Mydia woke with a start. She knew where she was. But she was no 
longer in the shade of the building. Was it possible she had lain here 
that long? They would be worried at the inn. She sat with her back to 
the building. She desperately wanted to see her daughter, but did not 
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want to explain why she was still here. She got unsteadily to her feet and 
began the walk home with the determination that only hard working 
women know. 

As she left the city, she met with Zaccheus who had spent the 
afternoon searching for his son. He knew there was something wrong, 
but he did not ask. Mydia thanked the good Lord she would not be 
walking home alone. 

As Zaccheus walked beside Mydia, he looked over his shoulder 
at the old city. Where are you my son? And then he saw the top of 
the Temple. Its gold roof shone in the afternoon sun. Why hadn't he 
thought of it before? What if Shua had gone there looking for help: 
Would they help him? What if Caiaphas got him? What if he was in 
prison too? Zaccheus resolved to start there in the morning. 

Zaccheus noticed that Mydia was walking slowly beside him. She 
was trying to keep up and kept falling behind. He said nothing of this 
to her, but slackened his pace to match hers. Usually she was back at 
the inn by this time. What had happened to make her so late? Was 
something wrong at the prison, and if so what? 

As Zaccheus predicted, Hiram fussed at Mydia about being gone so 
long. She was very vague about why it had taken her so long this time. 
They all four worked rapidly to get the guests fed and Zaccheus noticed 
that Mydia was often stopping to rest, as if each step was harder and 
harder. He mentioned it to Onnua and she too watched for the fatigue. 
There was something wrong with Mydia. 


Chapter Cight 


hua liked Hasmic, Nicodemus’ wife. She was as nice as he had 
> promised. And she was a very good cook. She was almost as good as 
Uncle Hiram. She admitted she had help in the kitchen. Her bread was 
not his wonderful dill bread, but it was crunchy and he could have all 
the honey he wanted. Hasmic had said so and Nicodemus had agreed. 
After dinner they had bathed him and put him to bed in a soft, warm 
bed. It had fresh smelling covers. Hasmic had promised to wash his 
clothing. Shua slept soundly for he was warm, and fed and safe. 

He was not sure what time it was when he woke, but the sun was 
fully up. He carefully wrapped the blanket about himself, and went 
to find his new friend Nicodemus and his wife Hasmic. They were 
reclining at table finishing a meal. They were talking softly and smiling. 
Shua could tell there was love in this home. 

“There’s our little guest now,” exclaimed Nicodemus welcoming 
him with enthusiasm fit for a king. 

Hasmic came hurriedly to his side and guided him to the table. She 
clapped and in a moment food was brought to the table. There were 
eges and lamb curls, figs and sweet wine. After last night’s feast, Shua 
was sure he would never be hungry again. But the sight and smell of 
the food made his mouth water. Hasmic only had to invite him to eat 
once and he began to fill his plate. 

“Well, lad, how shall we find your family?” 

Shua licked lamb grease off his chin and shrugged. “I live at an inn. 
It’s big and has a big gate in front. We have chickens out back. And a 
rooster that comes in the door.” Then his face scrunched up like he was 
about to cry. 

Hasmic went to him. “What is it little one?” 
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“Pharaoh used to chase it out. Abba said Pharaoh knew it was his 
job.” 

Hasmic looked at Nicodemus. “Pharaoh?” she mouthed. 

“The dog that was killed; I told you about him.” She nodded. 
Hasmic patted him comfortingly and encouraged him to go on. 

“You have to walk through the whole village to get to the road that 
comes to Jerusalem.” 

“What gate do you come through when you get to the city?” 

Shua thought for a moment. He had looked at it, but never really 
thought about it. “The really big one.” 

Nicodemus sighed. All of Jerusalem’s gates were really big ones. 

“Do the towns of Emmaus, Ramah or Bethlehem sound familiar?” 
Nicodemus named some of the towns scattered about Jerusalem. 

“Bethlehem.” 

“Is that your village?” 

“No, but my Kezia told a story of it. It is where the baby was born.” 

“Her baby?” inquired Nicodemus with interest. “She has a child?” 

“No, the baby Yeshua,” answered Shua as if everyone should know 
that. “Her baby was born in Jerusalem.” 

“Where is her child, if she is in prison?” 

“They took all of them.” 

“How many were there that were taken?” 

Shua dutifully named off the list of the women and children that 
were taken. Nicodemus said a silent prayer for deliverance. “Son, I can 
not help your sister or her friends. But I will get you home. Hasmic has 
packed us a lunch and here she is with your mended clothing. You get 
dressed and we will begin our search.” 

Shua thanked Hasmic and went to change. Nicodemus told her of 
the new information and how many had been arrested. She wished them 
God speed and sent them on their journey. 


ff ¢£ 


The prison was cold that morning and the children, especially the 
babies, were fussy. Mydia came later than usual with their food and 
Kezia did not question her about it. Rachael led the little ones in song 
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and they had come to be accustomed to singing their song last. “Thank 
you Jesus!” they called. 

“Well where is He anyway?” called the woman in the corner. 

Nathanael stood quietly by the window waiting for the mouse to 
come and claim her daily offering. She appeared, and as for some days 
now, she ate it where she found it. Again Nathanael tried to touch her. 
He held out his finger to her and this time she rose up on two back legs 
and sniffed it. He got it almost to her nose when she fled from him. 


fof & 


Since Nicodemus house was on the west side of Jerusalem and sat 
west of the Temple, he had two close choices to pursue. They could go 
north toward Ramah or west toward Emmaus. The road to Ramah was 
a much more traveled road and so he decided on that road and town 
as their target path for today. It would either be right or wrong. The 
Temple sat north and east of the city proper and so they walked first 
toward the temple and then headed north. 

When they went through the gate he asked the lad if he thought it 
was the right gate. Shua looked at it long and tried to concentrate on it. 
It was certainly big enough. But he just was not sure. So they started 
down the road. Nicodemus admonished him that if it did not look right 
they would turn back. If it looked familiar they would continue. Shua 
worked hard trying to recognize something, anything, that reminded 
him of his journey to Jerusalem. 

As they walked, Nicodemus tried to find out more about the boy. 
“So you are named after the Lord? How did that happen?” 

“He came to have dinner with my father and mother. Papa was a 
tax collector then and he was short and so he climbed a tree to see Him. 
While Yeshua was eating with my family, He learned my mother was 
childless. Well not really. I guess I had a brother, but he died as a baby. 
Mother said that after The Lord left, a few weeks later she conceived 
and I was born. She said I was her miracle. She was going to name me 
that. I’m glad she didn’t! Papa suggested Yeshua. But everyone calls me 
Shua. You can too if you like.” It was so easy to talk to this man. Shua 
wasn’t shy of him at all. 

So, did you ever meet Him?” 
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“No, not me, but I know lots and lots about Him. My Popa and 
Momma and Uncle Hiram and Aunt Mydia and Kezia, of course, have 
all told me about Him. Have you met Him?” 

“I heard Him speak several times, and once I spoke to Him in 
private. For a carpenter, He was very... very knowledgeable. Do you 
know what that means?” 

“He knows a lot of stuff,” guessed Shua. 

“Yes, He knew lots of things. He told me that it was God’s love for 
all of us that made Him come to us. And that He came to forgive us.” 
Nicodemus pointed to a clump of trees. “Do you want to stop and see 
what Hasmic has packed for us?” 

“Tm not tired.” 

“Well, lad, that does not surprise me. But Iam old and I am fat and 
I am tired. So, let’s eat.” 

They sat in the shade, said a blessing and divided the food. There 
was delicious bread but Shua did not recognize what was in it. There 
were honey cakes and raisins. She had also included some chicken legs 
that had been fried. And there was a skin of water. 

After they had eaten and before Shua could suggest they move 
on, he found that Nicodemus had fallen asleep against the tree he was 
leaning on. He knew that Uncle Hiram hated to be awakened from a 
nap so he let Nicodemus sleep. Shua looked about the clump of trees. 
He hid behind one and relieved himself. He used a little of the water to 
rinse off his fingers, they were still sticky from the raisins. 

Shua walked back to the road and looked at the clump of trees 
from the road facing back to Jerusalem. He turned and looked up the 
road toward the town Nicodemus called Ramah. He went back to his 
sleeping friend and sat next to him in the shade. When Nicodemus 
awoke Shua would tell him that he did not think this was the right 
direction. He had never seen this clump of trees. They were so obvious; 
and the city did not look right as he looked at it from here. They could 
see the Temple from the walk to Jerusalem, but not this clearly. 

Shua repacked the little basket and waited. 

It was maybe three quarters of an hour before Nicodemus woke up. 
But while he slept Shua looked at him closely. He had a large, beaked 
nose. There were lines all over his face that surely would have been 
little streams if water ran down them. He had a soft white beard and 
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Shua guessed that his hair was white too. He had not seen Nicodemus 
without his head covering. His eyes, when open, were a bright blue. He 
had only seen that color on one other family: Rachael and her daughter 
Lydia. He wondered for a moment what was happening to them. If this 
_ kind man were not helping him, he would have wished to be with them 
rather than alone on the streets of Jerusalem. 

Nicodemus opened his eyes and blinked at the sun. “Well, lad, shall 
we continue our journey. We have eaten, and | have napped, and now 
we must get to Ramah. Have you been sitting there watching me all 
this time?” 

“IT walked about a little.” 

“And what did you find on your walk. I know that small boys can 
usually find all sorts of interesting things when they walk about a little.” 

“T’ve found that we are going the wrong way.” 

“Have you now?” Nicodemus began pulling himself up from the 
ground which was not an easy task. “Show me.” 

Shua walked him to the road and had him look back toward 
Jerusalem. “First of all, I don’t remember the trees. But look at the 
Temple. The city is beyond it. When we came to Jerusalem, the city was 
first and then the Temple.” 

“So, you live west or south of the city,” commented Nicodemus 
more to himself than to the boy. 

“T guess.” 

Nicodemus looked down at the small boy over his ample stomach 
and laughed. “You aren’t making this up now, are you, lad? You aren’t 
telling me this just so I will take you home to have more of Hasmic’s 
good cooking?” 

Why would he do that, he thought. “No, sir, I want to go home, 
but this is not the way.” 

So they walked back to Jerusalem and Nicodemus talked of growing 
up in these hills. He pointed out where there had been, when he was 
a boy, and had found a rabbit’s lair. He smacked his lips remembering 
how tasty they were. His mother knew just how to fix them when he 
brought them home to her. 

Nicodemus greeted people on the street as they walked and entered 
the city. He stopped at a seller of cloth and bought a length of black 
fabric. He bought some fruit and offered some to Shua. He joked with 
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a man who showed gold and silver. No, his wife had plenty of baubles, 
nothing today. 

Hasmic was both pleased and sad to see the boy back. She was sad 
that they had not found his home. But she was happy to have him again 
at her table. She so seldom had the chance to cook for small boys. 

They had a wonderful fish dinner with vegetables and some of the 
fruit they had brought home with them. And after dinner, Nicodemus 
took out the fabric and asked if Hasmic and Min would have time to 
sew up a better garment for their guest. The women set to work on it 
immediately and while they worked, Nicodemus took out a beautiful 
wooden flute and played for them. The melodies were beautiful and 
gentle, like this home. And Shua, stretched on cushions by the table, 
could hardly keep his eyes open. His belly was full and he was safe. Not 
home yet, but they had tried to get him there. 

Then all of a sudden, the tune was very fast and joyful. And 
Nicodemus danced about heavily as he played, smiling over the flute. 
The women put aside their sewing and clapped along. Soon, the sleepy 
boy was not so sleepy and his feet tapped about on the floor by the 
pillows. When that tune was through, they all collapsed laughing. 

Hasmic then had Shua stand and she measured something against 
his back and along his outstretched arm. Then she took him to his bed, 
neatly made and waiting for him. “Just in case,” she said. She took his 
small hands in hers and prayed with him, and then she kissed his cheek 
and tucked his neck and blew out the lamp. 

Shua fell asleep listening to the soft murmur of the women and the 
gentle tones of the flute. 


ff ¢£ 


Navia had ordered her servants to prepare a special meal for her 
husband. His silence and vague answers that morning, made her think 
he was again seeing the High Priest Caiaphas. 

The servants had dutifully prepared the meal and set the formal 
table with linens and flowers. She had them use her best dishes and open 
the best wine. She had been very careful with her toilette and looked 
perfect. She was sure he liked it when she wore the deep rose dress. She 
found a flower in their garden of almost the same hue and arranged it 
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in her hair. She waited near the door so that she could greet him when 
he arrived. 

Marcus Tiberius smiled at his beautiful woman when he entered. 
How lucky he was. The gods had certainly blessed him with beauty 
_ in his home. He complemented her and kissed her. She led him to the 
dinner table and he spoke words to say he was pleased by how beautiful 
everything looked. He wondered to himself if she was going to ask some 
favor of him. He answered himself that she could ask anything and he 
would deny her nothing, and she would not have to do this first. 

The table was long and thin as Roman tables are. They were seated 
one at each end. Navia asked about his day and he was vague in his 
answers. 

Navia talked a little of her day. It was pretty much the same everyday. 
She was learning some needlework from a servant. She confided that 
she was not very good yet, but was determined to continue trying. She 
asked him if he knew that many of the women in this country made 
their own canopy for their weddings. He did not know that. She spoke 
a few words of Aramaic to him. She was also learning that as she and 
her servant did the needlework. She could tell that he was not telling 
her something and she was sure that it was about the High Priest. 

“Will you tell me what is on your mind, my husband?” 

He looked up at her. She always knew. He sighed and looked at his 
food. What should he tell her? How much did she need to know? 

“Did you see the old goat, Caiaphas, today?” 

“Yes, I saw the old goat.” 

“What does he want now?” 

Marcus Tiberius put down his eating utensils and looked into the 
blue eyes of his wife. “If the women will not renounce their faith, we 
are to begin killing them. He is targeting the niece. He is going to write 
up proclamations to fit the occasion. We are to find out the names and 
the relationships of everyone in the cell. Then he will tell us who to ask 
what of and who will be killed. And how they die is up to us. Me.” 

Navia pushed back her chair so quickly to stand that it toppled. She 
rushed to him and knelt at his side. She grasped his arm and hand on 
that side and looked into his face. There were lines there she had not seen 
before. “My dear, honorable husband! Is there nothing you can do?” 
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Marcus Tiberius looked at Navia and placed his other hand on top 
of hers. “I wish there was. By all the gods, I truly wish there was.” 


And a single tear ran down the chiseled features of his face. The first 
tear she had ever known him to shed. : 


Chapter Nine 


s Kezia pushed through sleep to wakefulness, she could hear 
Rachael praying. The words were almost like a lullaby, soft and 
sweet. 

“,.. and Father, watch over my babies. If I can not raise them, help 
their father to be the good man I know him to be. Help them to live 
Godly lives. Help them to cling to You in all their trials. Wherever 
Cleopas is, and brother Bartemaus, bless their work. And Father, if it is 
Your will to bring them home, bring them soon. But only Lord if they 
will not be imprisoned too. Thank You for the daily ministry of Mydia 
bringing food. It is a blessing you supply through her. What would 
happen to us without it? You continue to meet our needs in so many 
ways. Father, if we are called on to face death, help us to do it in Your 
Holy name. Amen.” 

The others started to stir. There was stretching and visits to the 
waste area. They had all lost what little modesty they had. Rachael and 
Kezia were especially sad for Lydia. She had become a young woman 
just tecently and this lack of privacy was hard for her. But her comely 
spirit got her though it all. 

When the prison door opened, everyone thought that food was 
coming. But it was only Marcellus. He came into the room and moved 
about the room asking each person their names and what their relations 
were to one another. The women complied of course. This man was not 
to be messed with. He did not ask the old woman her name but said 
to her, “Well, Darcia how is our oldest tenant? If you pay your rent on 
time, I’ll let you stay here.” He laughed at his own joke. 

When he had left, ‘Delia came and sat beside Kezia, who was still 
nursing Esmira. “Why did you tell him we are sisters? You know that 
your Uncle Caiaphas is targeting you. I don’t want to be a part of that.” 
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Kezia looked sadly at ‘Delia. “Don’t you understand that I have 
loved you as a sister since the day you came to live with us and hid in 
Lazarus’ tomb? Shua loves you and me as his big sisters. None of us are 
related by blood, but by love. No, I take that back. We are related by 
blood, by the blood of the Lord Jesus.” 

Rachael came and sat on the other side of Kezia. She was carrying 
the sleeping Jude. Kezia knew that she took care of him more than did 
‘Delia. But she did not fault the girl for it. ‘Delia was too young for the 
responsibility of a child without the help of a husband. And it was a lot 
to ask of this girl to be here with them when her relationship to Jesus 
had been spotty at best. 

“T don’t like what just happened. Why didn’t they ask that the first 
day?” 

“Maybe there is a new edict to keep better records,” suggested Kezia 
keeping her voice as calm as she could. She too thought something was 
wrong and had guessed that with names they could be specific about 
who they made demands of. 

The women watched a game the children were playing with Lydia’s 
help. It was one that Kezia had taught them. Esmira struggled in her 
mother’s arms and got up. “Play,” she said as plain as day and went to 
the other children. 

“T think Caiaphas is going to get more forceful with you. Probably 
with all of us,” whispered Rachael so the children would not hear. 

Kezia nodded. “And soon, | think.” 

The children finished their game and Nathanael went to the 
window. Lydia walked to the corner where Darcia lived. “Hello, your 
name is Darcia.” 

“What of it?” came the voice from the corner. 

“My name is Lydia.” 

“I know. All day long the children: Lydia, do this, Lydia, help us 
with that. Why don’t you do what the Romans ask and get out of here?” 

“Because that would be a lie.” 

“Fine, suit yourself, rot in here or die by the Roman sword.” 

“Darcia, I will pray for you now by name, now that I know it.” 

“Don’t bother.” 

Lydia turned to go and looked back. “It really has not been a bother 
since we got here. I just have a name now.” 


Prison Promises - 97 


The food from the Romans arrived then. Darcia did not try to get 
it all. She had given that up. She knew they would share. Why she was 
not sure. But she knew they would. 

Nathanael got his share and went to the window to eat it. He first 
_ placed a tiny piece on the ledge and then, moving slowly, ate his share 
and watched. He was not disappointed. Out came little Nebbish. That 
is what he called her in his mind. She went straight for the bread, picked 
it up in her front paws and nibbled at it. Nathanael spoke to her quietly, 
“Good morning, Nebbish, do you like that? Good isn’t it? Who fed you 
before I came here? Had to find it yourself, did you?” He reached out 
to her and she sniffed his finger. He was sure he could pet her today. 

“Who are you talking to?” 

At the sound of Lydia’s voice, the mouse fled. 

“Oh! I was so close!” wailed Nathanael. 

Lydia searched the window ledge and saw nothing. “What are you 
talking about?” 

“There’s a mouse that lives in that hole, right there,” he pointed it 
out to her, “and I feed her. I was hoping today she would let me pet her. 
I call her Nebbish.” 

Lydia looked over at her mother who was rocking Jude. “Do you 
know what your mother would say if she knew you were feeding a 
mouse?” whispered Lydia with a conspiratorial smile. 

“She hates mice, we all know that.” 

“Next time, put the bread on your finger and she will have to touch 
you to get it.” 

Nathanael looked at his sister. What a great idea and from a girl! 

“Aunt Kezia is ready to tell more of the story. Let’s go listen.” 

Nathanael hated to leave the windowsill when he was so close, but 
he was out of bread. He would have to try the new idea later. Mydia had 
not come yet and so he could feed little Nebbish again later. 

“Let me see, where were we when we stopped the other day?” asked 
Kezia. “Oh, I remember, Jesus was telling the parable about the...” 

“No,” said Timon and stopped when everyone looked at him. 

“What? Are you sure it was not a parable, Timon?” 

Timon hid under Lydia’s arm and whispered to her. “Tell her 
yourself!” admonished Lydia. 
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“The shepherds were going to see the baby,” said Timon so quietly 
it was almost impossible to hear. 

“You're right, Timon, I had forgotten where we were. Thank you 
for reminding me.” 

Timon looked down, but you could see that he was smiling from 


being acknowledged. 


Shep and Mart made their way to Bethlehem. They searched diligently 
for the child. They stopped at every over crowded inn in the town. And 
always the same question, “Was a baby born in your stable tonight?” Some 
of the answers were rude and they were told to go away. Some did not open 
the gate, but called through afraid to open because of thieves. Some were 
angry because they were brought from their beds by these two. But on they 
went until they came to the inn of Flaude and Maude. 

Back at the inn the guests were complaining about the singing. Who 
was singing in the middle of the night? Then it got quiet again and there 
was a knocking at the gate. 

Out came Flaude in his sleeping robe, scratching and yawning and 
mumbling, “Now what?” He opened the door, “What!?” 

Shep stepped forward, “Please, sir, we seek the baby.” 

Flaude called over his shoulder, “Maude!” and looked back at the late 
night guests. “What are you doing here at this hour?” 

Mart spoke up, “We are shepherds.” 

‘I knew that from the smell!” 

Not to be put off, Shep continued, “We came to see the child the angels 
told us of.” 

Flaude eyed them to see if they were lying to him, and then jested, “Let 
me guess, they were singing in the sky?” 

“Yes, did you see them too?” they asked in unison. 

‘T think we all heard them.” 

Just them Maude arrived with her hair wrapped in a cloth and clutching 
a robe over her bosom. “Who are these men? Ugh! Shepherds!” 

Flaude looked at his wife, as if this was all a nightmare. “They're 
looking for the baby.” 

“Why?” she asked Flaude. . 

“Why? Flaude asked the shepherds. 

“Why?” asked Mart of Shep. 
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“Because the angel said that there was a Savior born to us who is the 
Christ.” 

Maude pushed her way to the front of Flaude. “So why did you come 
here? There are other inns in Bethlehem.” 

“We have already been to the other inns. He is not there. We saw the 
star and you have a stable.” 

Flaude looked at him sternly, “So?” 

Shep continued. “The angel said that the sign for us was that he would 
be in a stable and wrapped in swaddling cloths, and lying in a manger. Is 
He here, sir?” 

Maude pointed around to the back, “The stable is down the hill in the 
back. But don’t stay long; the young woman is all tuckered out.” 

Flaude told his wife to stop managing everything and started to close 
the gate as Shep began down the hill. But Mart stopped him. “Please sir, 
do you know if they named the little guy yet?” 

“Yes, why?” 

“This is the anniversary of my birth and I just thought that maybe they 
could call him Mart, after me.” 

“The angel told them to call Him Yeshua. Sorry kid!” 

Flaude locked up the gate pondering what he had heard and Maude 
went back to her sleeping palate. 


Kezia stopped the story at this natural pause spot and went to the 
window. She looked out as far as she could. Her mother was much later 
than usual and she was concerned. She did not want the children to 
worry, so she was very casual about it. “Oh, I thought I heard mother, 
but it was just some women walking by.” She went back to the group 
and looked down at the smiling children’s faces. “Is that enough story 
for now?” 

Talya, who was learning to speak up, asked, “Does Mistress Onnua 
or your mother sleep with a towel around their hair?” 

Kezia looked at the little girl. Obviously she was really listening. 
“I... I don’t know. I honestly don’t know.” 

“Do you at home?” Talya pressed. 

“Me? Well, normally I just plait it like it is now to sleep.” 

“So, why did you have Maude that way?” 
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“Well, because I thought she would sound funny that way,” 
explained Kezia not sure where this conversation was going. 

Talya smiled a big grin and then laughed. “She was funny.” 

“Can we have more stories?” asked Nathanael. 

“Yes, more!” chorused the others. 
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When Shua was just waking, he thought he heard his mother 
calling to him. He wanted to sleep just a little longer, but instead rolled 
over and mumbled, “Coming, Mother.” He stretched and rolled again 
and opened his eyes. This was not his room! And just as suddenly as he 
knew this was not his room, he also knew it was not his mother calling 
him. He almost started to cry, for he was so sure it had been his mother’s 
voice and he was home with her. But he did not cry for he was safe and 
these people were so good to him, but he did miss his mother and Abba 
so much. He missed Hiram who always teased him and Mydia who 
pretended to be strict but he could always get what he wanted from her. 
Not every little boy had two sets of parents. 

On the end of his bed was the new tunic. It was black, but the 
women had embroidered a border on the sleeves. It was wonderful. 
And it fit just as it should. There was also a cord to belt it with on the 
bed and a head cover to protect from the sun while they walked. He 
did not put the head cover on. His mother would not have liked that. 
So he carried it to the family room where breakfast was being served. 
Min turned when he entered and told him how good he looked in the 
tunic. Hasmic beamed with pride in the boy and how fine her garment 
fit him. He came to the table and reclined near Nicodemus. His friend 
said the baruck and they ate. 

Shua remembered to thank both of the women for his lovely new 
garment. 

As the day before, they took a basket for lunch and began their 
journey. This time they were headed for Emmaus. Shua had tied on the 
head covering. It fit and he knew it would be a help in the sun. 

It was necessary for them to pass through most of the western city 
to get to the road that would take them there. As they walked along 
Nicodemus would point out things that he thought the boy would like 
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to know about. Nicodemus had lived here all his life and he knew lots 
about it. 

They were passing through an open market of venders when Shua 
saw a face he did not want to see ever again. It was King Ahab. A couple 
_ of the other boys were with him. They were doing what they did best. 
They were filching from the unsuspecting vendors. Shua wanted to tell 
Nicodemus so he could warn them, but he did not want the boys to 
see him. Nicodemus was buying some honey-fried nuts for munching 
and Shua was peering at them from behind the ample man. And that 
is when his shoulder was jostled and another boy looked back at him. 
It was the second in command Eliab. He turned and looked into Shua’s 
face. Shua tried to hide his face behind the head covering but it was 
too late. 

The boy moved to King Ahab and pointed out Shua to him. He 
came right over to Shua and greeted him. “Well, if it isn’t our long lost 
Yeshua. Where have you been boy? We've missed you. And look at you 
all dressed up real pretty.” 

Shua just stared at the boys, afraid to speak. Nicodemus accepted 
his nuts and his change and turned to face the boys too. Nicodemus had 
lived in this town all his life. Now that he was retired from his business 
he spent most of his time at the Temple. But he was also aware of the 
dirty secrets of the city. And he was sure that he was in the presence of 
one of them. These boys were dirty, their clothing was old and worn, 
and they smelled bad and had a shifty look about them. Not unlike the 
way he had found Shua a few days earlier. “Do you know these boys?” 
he asked looking down at Shua. Shua looked up at him. Suddenly he 
seemed so tall and so stern. 

He did not want Nicodemus to know that he had ever been 
associated with this lot. “No,” he said in a tiny unconvincing voice. 

“So ungrateful after all we did for you. But look at you with your 
nice rich friend.” 

Shua did not like the way King Ahab said the word rich. It made him 
nervous. Just then a merchant realized someone had stolen something 
from his table and he chased the boy in their direction. 

“Hey! Give that back you little thief!” 

“We'll see you around old friend Yeshua and you're rich friend!” 


and off they all ran. 
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Shua watched them swiftly depart. He watched until he heard 
Nicodemus say, “So?” Shua looked up at him. “You're one of them?” 
Shua could feel his eyes getting larger as he shook his head no. 

“How is it that they know you and call you by name?” 

Shua wished the ground would open and swallow him. 

“So you lied to me. Is it a lie about your family as well? Am I wasting 
my time looking for people who do not exist?” 

Shua continued shaking his head. He was suddenly so afraid of 
losing his best chance to get home he could not speak. 

“I know what kind of boys those are. They are urchins, homeless; 
they live on the street and take what they want. And you are one of 
them.” 

He found enough voice to say again, “No.” 

“I am a fool to have trusted you.” Nicodemus started down the 
street of vendors and into a lane. Shua followed after him, begging 
him to stop. His only hope of finding his parents was walking away. 
Nicodemus was a big man, but he could travel swiftly. Shua had to run 
to keep up. Soon they were outside the city. If Shua had taken the time 
to look back, he would have known that this was not the gate his father 
and he had entered. They were still going the wrong way. 


ff ¢ 


Navia had gotten up with her husband for their morning meal. 
She could see the sadness in his eyes, but his features had become like 
granite. She knew that he was tempering himself for the job he was 
being forced to do. She did not make conversation. What could she say? 
She watched him throw down his napkin, rise and gather his things. 
He paused at the door and said, “I'll see you tonight,” and he was gone. 
He had not even stopped to kiss her. He really was having a hard time 
with this. 

If he could not stop what was happening, maybe she could, for she 
had a plan. She called for her litter and got her traveling cloak. She got 
in and pulled the curtains and directed the men to her desired location. 

When they arrived, she called for the slave she had sent there earlier. 
“Is the man gone?” she asked. 

“Yes, he left much earlier.” 
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“Good. Now go to the gate and ask for an interview with his wife. 
Tell her only that a Roman woman wishes to speak with her.” 

The servant did her bidding. She watched through a small opening 
in the litter’s curtains. Someone answered the gate and her servant was 
told to wait. A few minutes passed and the man returned to the gate and 
told her servant that she could come in. He came and helped his lady 
front her litter and accompanied her to the gate. She was invited into a 
charming courtyard with two large palm trees that shaded most of it. 
She was invited to wait. Navia sat on the stone bench and looked about. 
The building ran about the courtyard in two stories. Part of the second 
story met over the gate where she had entered. Most of the second floor 
had an open balustrade around the inside that faced the courtyard. It 
too was covered and doors ran off the balustrade to the upper chambers. 

A handsome woman came from one of those doors. She came to 
the railing and nodded to her guest and walked to the stairs and came 
down. The woman was thin and well dressed. Her hair was completely 
gray and she had it covered in a beautiful veil a shade lighter than her 
dark maroon gown. She had a stately bearing and each movement was 
one of grace. 

She bowed her head in greeting. “Shalom.” 

Navia rose to greet her as well. “Shalom. Thank you for seeing me. 
My name is Navia and I need your help.” 

“Navia, it is nice to meet you. I seldom get visits from the Roman 
world at my doorstep. Will you have some wine and some fig pastries? 
They were made just last night. We can sit here and talk.” 

“Thank you.” 

Rona summoned her servant and asked for the wine and pastries. 
“Please, sit down. I am Rona. I am not sure if you knew that since we 
had not met.” 

“I knew only that the High Priest had a wife. And I came on the 
assumption that you would see me and perhaps help.” 

“Tt must be important to bring a Roman lady from her house into 
the streets of Jerusalem. I have heard that most of the wives of the 
soldiers do not mingle with the Jews.” 

“That, I am sorry to say, is very true. We visit among ourselves. Our 
servants go to the market for most of our needs.” 

“What can I help you with, Navia? That is a lovely name.” 
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Just then the servant returned with cups of wine and a platter of fig 
pastries and some fruit. Navia raised a finger to indicate that she would 
speak when they were alone. Rona invited Navia to help herself. When 
they both had a small plate of delicacies, Navia began. 

She asked Rona if she knew what her husband had ordered 
Navia’s husband to do. No, Caiaphas had been pretty secretive about 
the Sanhedrin of late. Did Rona know that their niece by marriage 
was locked up, apparently for her faith in the man Jesus? Caiaphas 
had neglected to tell Rona that. Then she did not know what he was 
planning? She did not. 

“My husband is Marcus Tiberius and he is in charge at the prison. 
He told me that first The High Priest had made a demand of the 
prisoners to renounce their faith and they could go if they promised 
never to speak of the man Jesus again. They stayed in the prison. Now 
Caiaphas wants my husband’s men to begin killing them if they will 
not renounce this Jesus. That will be my husband’s job to kill these 
women and children.” 

Rona set her plate back on the tray, folded one hand over another 
and thought for a moment. She knew why this woman was here. But 
what could she do about it. 

“Navia, how much do you know about our religion, our beliefs?” 

“Not as much as I should, since I live here. I know that Rome has 
a god for everything, and that you only have one God.” 

“That is correct. I do not have time for a long history lesson, but I 
will tell you a little about this time in history as I understand it. Our 
Father Abraham was given this land by God. A drought made us go to 
Egypt, where years later, our people were enslaved. Moses came from 
the people but was raised in Pharaoh’s house. God called him to bring 
his people home to this land. The story tellers say that Moses did not 
want to because he was slow of speech. I always thought it was because 
he could not speak the Hebrew well. And by the way, your Aramaic is 
quite good. Thank you for trying to learn our language.” 

“One of my maids teaches me. Please go on.” 

“We were promised a Messiah, a king from David’s line. He was to 
be a new Adam, to set right our nature to sin. Then the man Yeshua or 
Jesus came. ‘There had been other prophets before Him. But He did and 


said what our ancient traditions said that He would.” 
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“But He was killed.” 

“I thought it odd that the very men, who were learned in all the 
scriptures, were the ones who hated Him most and wanted Him dead. 
They did not even see that the day and time they killed Him, our 
_ preparation day for Passover — instituted by Moses, was the very time 
that the lambs for Passover are slaughtered. The blood of the lamb has 
always been a symbol of our redemption. 

“Then why are these women so fanatical about serving a dead man?” 

“They believe that He died for their sins and rose to give them life 
everlasting. If they turn from Him, they will lose their salvation. For 
them to die is to be able to be with Him in heaven. To die as martyrs 
would be an even higher blessing.” 

“But it is my husband who is doing this and it is killing him. Please 
talk to your husband, beg him to find another way. One of these women 
is your niece!” 

“T think that my husband is beyond caring. He wants to prove that 
he and his friends are right. He thinks that if the people who follow the 
Christ are properly motivated — that’s his word — that they will renounce 
their faith and he will be proven correct that it was all a hoax. I believe 
that he is frustrated that they have held out as long as they have in that 
horrible prison.” 

“He wants to kill them,” pleaded Navia. Then more softly, “He 
wants my husband to kill them.” 

“Caiaphas believes that the threat of death will make them lose 
their faith. He is convinced that they will not go that far. What he does 
not know, does not understand, is that their faith is more important 
to them than life itself. I know, for if I were with them, I would go to 
death gladly for my Lord.” 

Navia looked at Rona for a moment, trying to understand what she 
had just said. “You... you are... one of them?” 

“Tt is not easy to live in this house with this secret.” 

Navia picked up her new friend’s hand and stroked it. “You can 
not speak for them, for then your secret would be revealed. How most 
unfortunate of women you are.” 

“T will speak for Kezia. She is married to my favorite nephew. I do 
not know if it will help, or if it is too late.” 


“That is all I ask. Thank you.” 
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“Will you have some more wine?” 

“No, thank you.” Navia rose to go. “Please do not tell the High 
Priest that I was here. I do not want my husband to know. And your 
secret is safe with me.” 

Rona rose to show her guest out. “Please, will you come again? Just 
for a visit?” 

Navia went to Rona and hugged her and kissed her on the cheek. 
“Yes. Yes, just for a visit. Shalom.” 
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“So, you want more of the story do you?” 

“Yes!” the children chorused. 

“This part of the story Master Luke spoke of in passing. He did not 
have all the details. He said that the person who told him knew some 
of it, so I will make it up as we go along and you can help. First, when 
the Magi came to Bethlehem, how many were there?” 

“Five!” 

“No! Just one!” 

“Well Magi means more than one,” explained Kezia. “So, any other 
guesses.” 

“T heard that they brought three different gifts, so maybe there were 
three,’ suggested Lydia. 

“Yes, three, make them three!” shouted the younger children. 

“All right, we will have three kings. What shall we call them?” 

Nathanael called out, “Flaude, Claude and Plaude” 

Timon looked at him as if he was crazy. “The innkeeper is Flaude, 
the gift bringer man can’t be. But Claude is a good name for one, he 
could be really weird.” 

“Claude it is for one.” 

“Where did they come from, Aunt Kezia?” asked Talya. 

“From the east, like Persia, I think.” 

“What was the name of the Persian king that Queen Esther 
married?” Lydia had been listening to the stories of her people. 

“King Xerxes, I think.” . 


“Xerxes! Let’s call him Xerxes!” 
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Kezia agreed that was a suitable name for one of the Magi. She 
then suggested that they use Esther’s uncle’s name for the last Magi, 
Mordecai. Everyone thought that was a good idea and then they were 
ready to begin. 


Now when Yeshua was born in Bethlehem in Judea, the king at that 
time*was Herod the Great. 


“Was he the King that built our Temple?” 

“Yes, I believe he was.” 

Nathanael nudged Timon and said, “I knew that.” 
“Everyone knows that!” 


When Yeshua was born in Bethlehem, behold three magi came from 
the east to worship Him. The Magi were star gazers who had seen his star 
and knew that he was the one born to be the promised king, the Messiah. 
So they came to Palestine and they entered Jerusalem and asked of King 
Herod where the baby was to be found. 

Our three Magi, Claude, Xerxes, and Mordecai have just left the king’s 
chamber. 

Both Mordecai and Xerxes agreed that they did not like the king but 
Claude said that he thought the king’s wife was nice. Then Mordecai listed 
some things that made him uncomfortable, “First we had to wait for an 
audience. Then when we do get to see him he has no idea about another 
king being born in this land. Then we wait again.” 

Claude said he thought the rooms were nice. 

Xerxes jumped into the conversation. “He finally calls us back to his 
chamber and tells us what his priests found in the holy writings, writings 
I am not sure he was that personally familiar with. He says that they say 
that the king is to be born in Bethlehem. Bethlehem is an odd place for a 
king to be born.” 

Again Claude entered the conversation. “He gave us good directions 
down there. And I think their King David was born there.” 

‘I don’t know about you two, but the hair stood up on the back of my 
neck when Herod said to come back and tell him where we found the child.” 
Mordecai rubbed the back of his neck. 

“He wanted to worship him too,” observed Claude. 
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Mordecai shook his head. “If he was that interested, he would have 
come with us.” 

Claude, ever the optimist, said, “Maybe he wants to plan a nice 
celebration for the baby and his family.” 

Xerxes spread his hands, “Would you stop already! There is not always 
a silver lining in every cloud. Sometimes a cloud is just a cloud.” 

‘I like clouds,” Claude whispered under his breath. 

Hearing Claude anyway Xerxes warned, “This particular cloud has a 
storm brewing. I feel it in my bones.” 

Claude looked into the sky and observed that it was a clear night and 
there were no clouds. He also pointed out that the star was to their south. 

Mordecai said quietly to the others that perhaps they should not come 
back to Jerusalem. But Claude protested that they had been invited and it 
would be unkind to turn down an invitation from a king. 

Mordecai patiently explained to Claude that the king had ulterior 
motives and he was afraid he was not being completely open with them. 
Then he asked, “Now, how do we get to Bethlehem?” 

“That's easy,” spoke up Claude, “the shortest distance between two points 
is a straight line, this way, my friends.” 

Xerxes questioned him, “Are you sure?” 

‘A Greek figured it out, but I think he was right. Shall we mount our 
camels?” 

Mordecai shrugged his shoulders and explained to Xerxes, “He does 
math and follows directions, that is why I keep him around. You heard 
him, let’s mount up.” 

And they mounted their camels and worked their way south toward 
Bethlehem. It had been a few days since the child was born in the stable, 
but they were still in the stable. Maude had tried to move them up to the 
inn, but they liked the privacy of the barn. Joseph, to pay for the lodging 
and food, had been doing repairs about the inn. One evening, it would have 
been very dark if not for the star... 


“Kezia! “Delia! Are you there?” 

Kezia turned from her story and went to the window. She looked 
out and said, “Who's there.” Zaccheus looked into the depths and was 
almost ready to vomit from the stench when he heard Kezia’s reply. She 
looked out and was surprised. “Master Zaccheus, where’s mother?” 
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Zaccheus had not thought about the fact that she would ask about 
Mydia. He knew he did not want to worry her so he said, “Ah, she 
twisted her ankle this morning and so she could not come. I am here 
instead. I am sorry I am late. Here, let me pour the water first.” 

Kezia got the inside water pitcher and held it up for Zaccheus to 
pour. Unlike her mother who had perfected that task, he was pouring it 
everywhere. He apologized profusely and then handed in the bread and 
other items that had been packed in the basket. He asked how everyone 
was and if they needed anything. He looked around several times to be 
sure no one was looking at him. 

‘Delia held up Jude and Zaccheus reached in and touched his 
fingers. The boy had grown to love the man that was his pretend father. 
He cautioned the child to be a good boy and listen to his mother. He 
told them all how brave he thought they were. 

And when he left he spent the whole walk home trying to control 
his rage. He had worked for the government that was doing this. Then 
he remembered that some of the Jews were also responsible. How could 
they do this to their own people; to people of God? Wasn’t there a 
scripture about not harming even a hair on the head of the chosen 
people? And were they not even more chosen for they belonged to the 
Son of God? 

Almost as soon as Zaccheus had left, the prison door was opened and 
Corello came in. Kezia and Rachael hurriedly hid the food Zaccheus 
had brought. Because Kezia was still damp from the water pouring, she 
sat under the window and pretended to be asleep. 

Corello made a walk about the dungeon as if on inspection and 
stopped near Lydia. He talked to her for a few minutes and being 
singled out like that made her very uncomfortable. Then he asked if 
they needed anything. Lydia suggested getting to go home and get a 
bath. He chuckled at her forthrightness and suggested that if they did 
what was asked of them, he would send them home immediately. Lydia 
turned her back on him and joined her mother and the twins. 

After Corello left, Kezia got up and finished distributing the food. 
When she brought a portion to Darcia, the old woman scolded her. 
“Where do you get all that? Where do you get that nonsense you tell 
those children?” 
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Kezia looked deeply into the old wrinkled face. “The children need 
to laugh...” 

“In this place?” interrupted Darcia. 

“Especially here. Look at them. I see them getting thinner before 
my eyes. And the filth! Rachael kept her children spotless. They were so 
clean you could have eaten off their little bodies.” / hope my grandfather- 
in-law Zebulon never hears that I said that! She thought. “And now look at 
them. Their clothing is rotting off of them in this damp place. They do 
not see the sun but for the little bit through the grate there. They should 
be plump and happy and running in the sun and brown as little figs. 
No, their skin is clammy and white. They should be joyful and happy 
and laughing as children are meant to be. They should not be in this 
place. My daughter and Delia’s son should not be here. They should be 
in a place where they can explore a world full of new things to discover. 
They should not be living in a dung heap.” 

“They are here because you and their mothers are stubborn.” 

Kezia chose to ignore this comment because frankly she did not 
have the will to argue the point. “I try to make the stories funny, even 
in this place, so they will know laughter. Yes, even here!” she repeated 
for emphasis. “If that offends you,” Kezia choked a sob, “I’m sorry.” 

While she was talking to Darcia, Nathanael had gone to the window 
to see if Nebbish had come out. He was pleased to see that she was there 
and enjoying the spilled water. She was putting her paws in the drops 
and then licking them with her tiny tongue. Nathanael pulled off a tiny 
piece of bread but instead of putting it on the sill; he left it on the ends 
of his fingers. Then he placed his hand on the sill and waited. When he 
first put his hand down, Nebbish had backed off a little. Now she stood 
on her back legs and sniffed the air. She approached the bread slowly 
and sniffed some more. She sniffed at his hand. Nebbish put two paws 
on Nathanael’s fingers and looked at the bread. Her tiny feet were cool 
and they tickled a little. She grabbed the bread and stepped back and 
ate it greedily, watching him with her bright eyes. 

Nathanael placed another piece of bread on his hand but this time 
closer to the palm. If she wanted this one she would have to get on his 
hand for it. She stroked her face as if washing it with her paws when 
she finished the first piece. She eyed the new piece. He could tell she 
wanted it. She moved closer to his hand. She sniffed. She placed one paw 


Prison Promises - 111 


on a finger and looked at the morsel of bread. Then two paws were on 
his fingers. Suddenly she darted to the bread, grabbed it and skittered 
back to the sill. She ate this piece slower watching her benefactor with 
her beady eyes. And as before, she washed her face. Then she went to a 
_ place on the sill that was still damp and she wetted her paws and licked 
the moisture from them. 

Nathanael thought perhaps now he could pet her. He put his hand 


out to try and she disappeared. He would try again tomorrow. 
Prone Cote 


It was lucky for Shua that Nicodemus was older and portly. Shortly 
after they cleared the city gate, Nicodemus ran out of breath and his 
legs began to ache. A fortuitous rock sat by the side of the road and he 
rested on it. When Nicodemus stopped walking, so did Shua. Shua 
did not approach him, but rather stood a bit apart. First Nicodemus 
took a towel from the basket and mopped his sweating face and neck. 
Shua wiped his face on his sleeve, for it was all he had. The moisture 
on Shua’s face was mostly tears. There was some sweat on his brow and 
he wiped it off too. And then the two former friends eyed one another. 
Shua’s breath came in sobs which he was trying to get under control. 
Then Shua sniffled. 

Nicodemus had a tender heart but did not like being taken advantage 
of. He motioned with a big hand for Shua to come closer. Shua inched 
over like an errant child. Like most small children he hated being 
scolded. And he knew he was about to be scolded. He stood before 
Nicodemus with his eyes cast down staring at Nicodemus sandals. 

“T believe I would like to hear the truth now. Is that possible?” began 
Nicodemus. 

Shua looked up into those amazing eyes and nodded his head and 
sniffed again. 

“First, did you know those boys, for they certainly seemed to know 
you?” 

Shua determined the only way to get home at this point was to be 
completely honest and see what happened. He nodded his head and 
said a very tiny, “Yes.” 

“T see. How is it that you know them and they know you?” 
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Shua was surprised that Nicodemus was not yelling at him. He was 
being so patient. He really was giving him a second chance. “After I got 
lost — I really did try to find Eve’s house — I was so lost that I was not 
sure what to do. But then I saw the top of the Temple and decided to 
go there. I knew that Caiaphas was the high priest, and I knew that my 
parents do not trust him, but I knew that he knew where I lived. Well, 
on my way there, not the day you and I met, but a few days before that, 
I ran into King Ahab. I was looking up at the Temple and I bumped 
into him. Well, he jumped on me and beat on me and then said | was 
one of them. And then I lived with them for a few days. Maybe I lived 
with them a whole week. I don’t remember. They stole things and hurt 
people and I knew that Momma and Abba would not like it. Then one 
day they really hurt someone and I tried to help him and he knew I 
was one of the boys and so I walked away from them and came to the 
Temple.” 

“Why did you not tell me this before?” 

“I knew that my parents would be angry and I thought you would 
be too if you knew what I had done.” 

“And you were right; when I found out I was angry.” 

“Tm sorry.” More sniffles and nose wiping. 

“Tell me about your parents.” 

“Poppa is called Zaccheus. He is not very tall. Momma is Momma 
and she is very tall.” He thought a minute. “Onnua. Her name is 
Onnua. They run the inn with Uncle Hiram and Aunt Mydia. They are 
Kezia’s momma and poppa. We all live there. Then Kezia got married 
and came to live here. And we came to see her.” 

“You say your father is named Zaccheus and he is very short?” Shua 
nodded. “I knew of a tax collector who worked part of Jerusalem years 
ago. He was a short man and named Zaccheus. Are you sure your father 
is not a publican?” 

“No, sit, he runs an inn.” 

“Well, he would be too old to have a son your age anyway, if he is 
still alive. Besides, I think they sent him to Jericho.” 

“Jericho? Kezia had a suitor from Jericho. I think he knew her there.” 

“Do you think you are from Jericho?” . 

“I think Momma and Abba lived there. But they don’t live there 


» 


now. 
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Nicodemus felt that he had finally heard most of the truth about the 
boy. He did understand why Shua had not told him about King Ahab 
and his gang. Shua was ashamed of what he had done with them. He 
felt bad that he had doubted the child. 

“Well, son, shall we continue on our journey?” He stood and 
stretched. We'll have lunch when we get closer to Emmaus.” 

“This road!” Nicodemus looked where Shua was pointing at the 
road. “It doesn’t look right.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“The road to my house is not a path. It is a road, like we were on 
yesterday.” 

“The Romans did not pave this road to Emmaus. They did not think 
it was important enough. Not actually the Romans. They conscripted 
slave labor to build the roads solid for their chariots and troops. You say 
the road to your home is paved.” 

Shua was nodding and looking back down the road to the gate. He 
pointed, “That is not the way it looks either. This is the wrong way.” 

“Well, we are stopped anyway, are we not? I say we eat our meal.” 
And they did. 

They started the journey back to the city with most of the old 
camaraderie. Nicodemus said he was sure that Hasmic would be glad 
to see Shua back if only for one more night. Shua was beginning to 
like Hasmic too and he welcomed one more night with her and her 
good cooking. Hiram and she cooked differently and he liked her way 
of doing things. They entered the gate and worked their way through 
the crowded streets toward Nicodemus’ house. Shua was saying silent 
prayers that the Lord was going to let his friend help him get home. 
They turned down a side street and that is where the boys, and their 
leader King Ahab, were once again. 

King Ahab stood in the way of them passing and put his hands on 
his hips. He did not know why Yeshua was with this old man, but he 
had discerned that it was important to Shua. So he was going to use 
that to separate them. And he wanted the rings the old guy was wearing. 
“So, Yeshua, you brought him right to our trap. Good man. We'll make 
you a Centurion for that. Now, old man, give me those rings and the 
purse you are carrying. And when you do, Yeshua, I and the boys will 


» 
be on our way. 
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“I am not giving you anything and especially not Yeshua.” 

King Ahab had not survived on the streets as long as he had without 
learning to size up a situation. “Oh, did our little friend cry for you and 
tell you he misses his mommy and poppy? Did he tell you he was lost 
and wanted to go home? He’s one of our best little fakers. And then 
he brings them to us and we rob them. Thanks, kid, you done good.” 

Shua was horrified by what he was hearing. What if Nicodemus 
believed him? What if he left him here with these rufhians? He would 
never get home. 

Nicodemus looked down at him and whispered to him. “Is this 
true?” 

“No, I swear!” 

“Come on kid, help us get his stuff.” King Ahab and the others 
came forward menacingly and Shua snapped. He was not going to let 
these boys keep him from getting home. He would not allow them to 
rob his friend. They were not going to lay a hand on his friend or hurt 
him. Shua exploded into King Ahab knocking him to the ground. He 
punched and flayed for all he was worth. The other boys advanced on 
Nicodemus, but he used his walking stick to fend them off. 

Ahab got to his feet and tried to subdue the much younger and 
much smaller boy, but Shua was fighting with his heart and everything 
else. Little Simon was with the boys, but when he saw Shua attack King 
Ahab he held back. Shua was the only one of the boys who had ever 
been nice to him. Well, if Shua could fight the bigger Ahab, so could 
he. He jumped on Ahab’s back and started flaying at his head with his 
little fists. Ahab reached around and pulled him off screaming, “I'll get 
you later.” 

Shua took this unguarded moment to plow into his stomach head 
first. Little Simon got up, ignored the threat and jumped on his back 
again. This time he wrapped his arms around Ahab’s neck and held on 
as tight as he could. Then he bit into Ahab’s ear and relished the roar 
that it brought. Ahab tried to extricate himself from the child’s grip and 
teeth, but Shua was pelting him with his fists and kicking with his feet. 

Nicodemus was holding his own with the other boys. They were 
not used to someone fighting back. Usually they surprised people, got 
them down, robbed them and ran. But Nicodemus was body blocking, 
whacking with his walking stick, and generally causing havoc. 
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No one was winning, and the fight could have gone on longer had 
a couple of Temple guards not come around the corner just then. The 
boys attacking Nicodemus yelled for King Ahab and took off. King 
Ahab kicked Shua and pulled Little Simon off his neck and threw him 
. to the ground. He kicked him once and ran. 

“What's going on here?” demanded the guard. 

Nicodemus turned to them and almost hit one with his staff. 
One raised his spear to fend it off. The other recognized him. “Master 
Nicodemus!” 

In the meantime Shua was trying to get Little Simon on his feet. 
The wind had been knocked out of him and he was having trouble 
getting up. 

Nicodemus explained to the guard that he had been attacked by a 
street gang. He told them that the leader was called King Ahab. And 
thanked them for coming along just then. They may not have been able 
to fend them off much longer. 

One of the guards went to the boys and lifted them by the scruff 
of their collars. Little Simon realized he could be in real trouble and 
struggled to free himself. Shua relaxed for the fight was over. He was 
bleeding and torn, but he had protected his friend. “Are these some of 
the boys?” asked the guard of Nicodemus. 

“Those boys are with me.” Nicodemus moved to the smaller boy 
and took his hand while the guard released him. Nicodemus did not 
want him to run away. “We were walking home when the gang attacked 
us.” Little Simon pulled on Nicodemus’ hand but was surprised by the 
strong grip. “The gang went that way down the street,” he motioned 
with his head. “If you hurry you could catch up with them.” 

“Are you going to be all right?” 

“Yes, go catch the little buggers.” 

The guards left them and Nicodemus turned to Little Simon. “If 
you promise not to run I'll let go of you. And if you are hungry, you 
are welcome to come home with us for dinner.” Little Simon stopped 
struggling and eyed the man to see if he was telling the truth. 

Shua came up to him and spoke to him. “This is my friend 
Nicodemus and his wife is a really good cook. You can trust him. He 
can help you. You helped me! But now you can never go back to Ahab’s 


gang. He’d probably kill you.” 
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Little Simon thought about that reality for a minute. Shua was right. 
He could never go back to the gang. He had betrayed them. But then 
King Ahab had never been anything but dismissive of the smallest gang 
member. He would not miss him. “I won’t run.” 

“Good. What’s your name?” 

“They call me Little Simon. There were two Simons and I was the 
smaller one.” 

“Well, my little friends, let’s go see what my wife is having for 
dinner. She will be so pleased to see that I now have two little lost boys 
to feed.” 

Shua looked down at his new black tunic. It was torn and dirty. 
“Tm sorry. I’ve ruined it.” 

“Ah, Little Shua, you tore your garment protecting me and your 
honor. I am sure that Min will want to wash it and mend it for you. And 
you, Little Simon, will need a bath and some clean garments.” 

They began the walk to return home. Little Simon leaned close to 


Shua. “What’s a bath?” 


CSE WE 


Onnua was cleaning up the dining room after lunch when Chula, 
the midwife, came in. She was looking tired and hot. Onnua waved her 
to a seat and said she would bring out some cool beverages. 

In the kitchen she told Hiram who had come in. He knew that she 
was a nosey gossip and told Onnua good luck. He promised to bring a 
plate of date and honey cakes and poured her some sweet wine to take 
out to Chula. 

Onnua joined Chula at the table. And soon Hiram delivered a tray 
of delicacies. “It sure is quiet around here today. Where is everyone?” 
She dove into the tray of cakes with gusto. 

“Hiram and I are here working. Zaccheus is up in Jerusalem on 
business. The others are about somewhere...” She finished lamely. 

“Those two handsome sons of yours, where are they? You know I 
just love children. I think Shua looks like his father. Who is the little 
one -- Jude wasn’t it—going to look like?” . 

“Himself, I hope. He’s really a handful already. All boy.” Onnua 


needed to change the subject but was not sure what to talk about. 
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“I would love to see him. Even if I was not here when he came into 
the world, I still think of him as one of mine. Is he napping? I could just 
peek at him. They are such angels when they are sleeping.” 

Onnua did not want the town gossip to know what was going on. 
_ But what could she do? “Actually, Jude is with his father in Jerusalem.” 

“But isn’t he still nursing? How could Zaccheus take him that far 
without you?” 

The strain of the last few weeks suddenly hit Onnua in a wave of 
tears. She tried to hold them in, but they came so fast she could hardly 
breathe. 

The midwife was very solicitous. “My dear, I did not mean to 
upset you. Whatever is wrong, you can tell me. I can keep your secret, 
whatever it is.” Chula went for the hunch she had been holding. “If it’s 
about Jude, I think we all know that the child belongs to the maid. He 
looks just like her. Your husband is not the first man, nor will he be the 
last, to get a child upon the maid. It was awfully brave of you to accept 
Jude as your own.” 

Now Onnua was really crying. 

“I know my dear; it must be so good to finally let that secret out.” 

Onnua shook her head and tried to control the tears and the sobs. 
“Tt’s not that at all. Zaccheus is in Jerusalem, but he’s looking for our 
son, Shua. He got lost.” She swallowed hard. Kezia, “Delia and their 
babies were arrested. Yes, their babies. But not by Zaccheus. ‘Delia was 
upset when Kezia got married and she ran away. When she came home, 
she was pregnant. We pretended it was ours to protect her.” 

Chula shook her head as if she understood, but she was thinking this 
was just a cover story too. “Why were the women arrested? Whatever 
could they have done?” 

Onnua was not sure if she should tell this gossip but Chula already 
knew too much or believed too much. “They were arrested for meeting 
in fellowship — to worship the Messiah.” There she had said it. 

Chula covered her mouth. “Oh, my dear! This is awful!” None of 
this was what she expected at all. Obviously the part about the arrest 
was true, why else would she tell that. And everyone who knew the 
family knew they were followers. The explanation about “Delia seemed 
reasonable, but she was still suspicious about that. 
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Still trying to control herself Onnua went on, “That is why the inn 
is so quiet. And we have been in such turmoil since then. Shua is just 
a little boy, and he’s somewhere in Jerusalem alone. Zaccheus goes up 
every day to look for him. Mydia goes to take food for her daughter and 
the rest. What we need is more people praying for their safe return.” 

As Chula took a sip of sweet wine, she thought about this family 
and what they had surely been through. As much as she liked a good 
juicy story, this was not one. She had come hoping for gossip and 
got something entirely different. Too many people in Bethany were 
followers of the Messiah. That women were being arrested was not 
gossip. It was frightening information. 


ff 


Hasmic was surprised and delighted to have not only Shua back 
but his little friend as well. She was preparing supper with Min when 
they arrived. It was not long before Min helped Little Simon learn 
what a bath was. She tried to make it fun for him and the two of them 
splashing and having a good time got her soaked as well. Shua gladly 
submitted to another bath for the fight had left him a mess as well. The 
boys wrapped themselves in blankets and then it was Nicodemus’ turn 
to clean up. Nicodemus dressed in clean garments and the boys were 
wrapped in blankets for dinner. 

As they waited for dinner to be ready, Min brought out oil and 
salves to clean up Shua’s wounds. Where Little Simon had been thrown 
on the street, he had a large scrape on his leg. That was also tended to 
and he wiggled and whimpered while Min applied the ointment. When 
the stinging was over he found it felt better. 

Little Simon was surprised at all the food on the table when they 
were called to dinner. He whispered to Shua, “How much does this 
cost?” He was told it was free. Then he wanted to know if they had 
stolen it. It had not been stolen. And his last question was, “Can I eat 
whatever I want?” 

Nicodemus heard his last question and roared with laughter. 
“You may eat as much as you want of whatever you want!” And then 
Nicodemus said the baruck and Simon wanted to know what that was 


too. “He’s thanking The Lord for the food.” 


Prison Promises - 119 


“But didn’t Hasmic and Min make it?” 

“Yes, but... just eat!” Yeshua was not sure what the answer to that 
was. 

Shua and Little Simon ate and ate. Simon had never tasted anything 
. this good before or at least as long as he could remember. The foods 
were so well cooked; they were spiced in ways he was not familiar with. 
There were fancy desserts to pick from and although he wanted to try 
everything, his stomach ran out of room. Hasmic reminded him that 
there was still tomorrow to try more of the things. 

After supper Nicodemus played his flute for the family. Little Simon 
had never heard anything so beautiful. As hard as he tried to listen and 
stay awake, his eyelids got heavy and before too long he was asleep. 
Min carried him to the bed where Shua had been sleeping and Shua 


was tucked in beside him. 


Chapter Cen 


esterday was the first day since Shua went missing that Zaccheus 

did not search for his son. So he was even more determined today. 
Two days ago he realized that he had not searched the Temple. Perhaps, 
he thought, Shua had gone there for help. But first he must deliver the 
food to the women and children in the bowels of the prison. 

He knew where the building was and Mydia had told him which 
window to go to: the one with the scrubby little rose bush. She also 
warned him to listen before making his presence known. If there were 
guards in the cell, they would hear him calling. She also reminded 
him to get the water at the well before the street where the garrison 
was. When he left, she wept silently because Hiram and Onnua and 
Zaccheus would not permit her to go. The daily short contact with her 
daughter had kept her sane. Just thinking of her and the grandchild in 
that dungeon made her nearly out of her mind with worry. 

So yesterday Zaccheus had made the food run and then had hurried 
back to the inn because of the late hour. He had started early today so 
he could also visit the Temple. He was not anxious to see Caiaphas, for 
he suspected that he was at the bottom of the arrests, but he knew that 
Shua knew about The High Priest. 

He had left very early and got to the prison as the sun was coming 
up. Kezia was surprised to see him so early and asked about her mother. 
He told her that she wanted to come but was still not up to it. He was 
sorry to see them all in the state they were in. He did not linger for he 
did not want to be caught. He did make sure that he told ‘Delia that 
she was missed and being prayed for daily. She held up Jude so he could 
see and wave to Zaccheus. . 

Zaccheus hated lying to them, especially Kezia. But what else could 
he do? What had happened yesterday had caused all of them to be 
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unsure of the future. Mydia had packed a basket, taken the jug as usual. 
They had all begged her not to go, to let someone else go, for they could 
see that she was tired. But she had insisted. Hiram was working on 
breakfast for the guests and Onnua had gathered the laundry to take 
. to the stream that ran down the hill behind the inn. Zaccheus was, as 
usual, seeing to customers before his walk to Jerusalem to look more 
for their son. Each day before he left, Onnua would pray that today 
he would find the boy. Each night she thanked God for taking care of 
Shua while out of her care. This prayer of thanks was designed to keep 
her from railing at God about her son’s whereabouts. 

It was while Onnua was gathering clothing that she found Mydia’s 
sleeping garment. It was rolled up and buried in the bottom of the 
basket. What she saw on it made her gasp. She ran quickly to the 
cooking area and showed it to Hiram. He too looked at it in dismay. 
‘There was a huge splotch on it that looked like blood, but was lighter 
than blood, where her right breast would have been. Onnua had heard 
about a sickness that caused the breast of an older woman to leak fluid 
that was not milk or blood. She knew that the breast would become 
full of lumps and that eventually the woman would die. Hiram and 
Onnua stood looking at each other, fear hanging in the air between 
them unspoken. 

Onnua had then called Zaccheus. He and Hiram had set out to find 
Mydia. Onnua stayed at the inn to finish breakfast. It was hard to work 
for tears kept rolling down her face: Kezia, her son, “Delia, and now her 
friend who was like a sister to her. How much more could she stand? 

Hiram and Zaccheus had hurried through the village to the road to 
Jerusalem. They found Mydia on the outskirts trudging slowly along. 
She walked haltingly like each step was incredibly difficult, but she also 
walked with her eyes on the city, a woman on a mission. 

As they grew near behind her, they heard her mumbling to herself. 
“Walk, walk, this is for my child. Another step, take another step, take 
food to Esmira. Don’t look down, don’t stop.” It was obvious to them 
that she was forcing herself to take each step. 

Hiram approached and spoke softly, “Mydia.” 

Mydia stopped and stood still in the road. She turned slowly to 
face them. It was then she realized they had both come for her. She was 
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panting but trying to control it so they would not see. “Why have you 
followed me?” 

Hiram knew he must answer but suddenly he felt inadequate to the 
task. “How long have you been...?” He could not say the word sick. 

She looked from one to the other and swayed slightly. “How long 
have I been what?” 

Zaccheus stepped in. “Onnua was getting ready to do laundry and 
she found your night dress. You should have told us. How long has this 
been going on?” 

“Tm sure I don’t know what you mean.” Apparently walking was 
what had kept her upright for suddenly she swayed and fell into Hiram’s 
arms. 

“Help me take her home, Zaccheus!” 

Then she pulled away and tried to stand on her own. “No, I can’t go 
home; I need to take the food. They depend on me. Please let me go.” 
She tried to take a few more steps toward her destination, but she was 
staggering. The men ran to her and tried to support her, but she would 
have none of it. “I have to go,” she kept repeating. 

Hiram held her tight in his arms and told her she must stop. And 
then the fight went out of her and she just leaned on him. Zaccheus 
took her basket from her and the empty jug. “I will take it. I will go. 
You return home with your husband. You must rest. I will see that they 
get the food.” 

So that is why Zaccheus had delivered the food and why it had been 
late. And why he also had not gone to the Temple. But he would today. 
Today he would go to the Temple. 


ff ¢ 


“T have heard, husband, that you have had arrested some followers 
of the Messiah, the teacher called Yeshua.” 

Caiaphas stopped eating his morning meal and looked at his wife, 
his eyes narrowed. “What happens in the Sanhedrin and what goes on 
in the Roman prisons is of no concern of yours.” 

“The servants hear things and I hear things. And what I know is 
that the prisoners are women and children.” 
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“This does not concern you. I will speak to the servants about 
gossip.” 

Rona knew that she was going to be pushing too hard by going 
any further, but for her dear Bartemaus’ sake she knew that she must. 
_ “Tt does concern me. One of the women is your nephew’s wife and her 
child is one of the children. Is that not so, Husband?” 

Caiaphas thin face tightened. “I warned her that she was playing a 
game she could not win and she did not listen.” 

Rona gasped. “So it is true? You have arrested your own niece? What 
are you planning to do to her and her child?” 

For a long time Caiaphas just stared at his wife. How was it she 
knew so much? And what could he tell her? The truth would be too 
much for her to hear. “They are safe for now. Her fate is in her own 
hands, you know.” 

“And if she will not bend to your will, you will have her killed?” 
This time Rona did not blink but instead looked him directly in the eye. 

“This conversation is over.” He stood abruptly. She stood and faced 
him. “I need to leave now.” 

Rona went to him and took his arm. “Please don’t do this thing. 
She is Bartemaus’ wife. Their child is barely a year old. Esmira has done 
nothing, she can not even speak. How could she know or understand 
about these things? I beg you, let them go.” 

“If we do not make an example of a few of them, this thing could 
get out of control.” He was not sure why he was trying to reason with 
a woman. 

Rona looked at him with sad eyes. “When you had the man Yeshua 
killed you said it was to preserve the people. One man should die that 
the people might be saved. Remember? These followers believe that his 
death was their redemption and his resurrection their salvation. What 
you said was true, for them. What they found in Him, they will not 
turn from lightly.” 

“You know a lot about this man and these people.” 

“I know more about this man and these people than you can 
imagine. My husband, if these people are misled, then the movement 
will die without your help. But if this is the Messiah, then nothing you 
can do will stop it. Again I ask, what could the death of this young 
woman or her child do to change anything?” 
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“You do not understand. My task is to prove that these women do 
not believe as strongly as they pretend. A few weeks in the bowels of 
a dungeon and they will relent and go home. A strong motivation to 
renounce their faith may be the separation from their children.” 

“Please, tell me you could not do this.” 

“T will do whatever it takes to embarrass these followers of the false 
prophet.” 

Rona knew there was nothing she could say to change his mind. 
“Husband, I used to think you a righteous man. You were a Godly man, 
a man I respected. You've changed. I don’t know you anymore.” 

“You are a woman. You do not understand the magnitude of these 
things.” With these words he left the house. 

To the closing gate she said, “I know their faith. They will not bend 


to your will.” 
OEMS 


Zaccheus hurried from the prison to the Temple. He was always 
awed by it as he approached. It stood high, white and gleaming in the 
morning sun. But he was reminded of what he had heard that Jesus 
had said about the priests and Pharisees and Sadducees. He said that 
they were whited sepulchers. He said they were clean and bright on the 
outside and were rotten bones on the inside. Caiaphas was the High 
Priest here. He had put women and children in prison. Was he that 
afraid of the Promised One? 

If Shua had come here someone would know. Shua had met the 
High Priest at the wedding. But then who knew how a young child 
would think, for Shua had also heard them talking about Caiaphas and 
his hatred for the followers of the Christ. 

Caiaphas had been made late by his wife and her words. It was 
gnawing on him that she seemed to know so much about this movement. 
He climbed the steps to the patio behind a little man whose physic 
looked familiar. Well, he did not have time to chat; he was already late 
for his morning duties. He tried to hurry around the man, but he called 
out to him. . 

“Caiaphas, sir, may I speak with you?” 
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Caiaphas stopped impatiently and asked what he needed. He was 
right who this was; it was the man who ran the inn where his nephew 
had married the woman who now was in prison. Was he going to plead 
for her life also? His day was falling apart piece by piece. 

“Tam ina hurry. Walk with me.” 

Zaccheus fell in beside Caiaphas and scurried to keep up. Caiaphas 
had longer legs and was using them to his advantage. 

“My son, a lad of about seven seasons, about this tall,” he showed 
him with his hand, “got lost in Jerusalem. I have been looking for 
him, but a few days ago it occurred to me that perhaps he would come 
here. He knew that you were the high priest and that you had been to 
our home two years ago. So, have you seen my son? Did he come here 
looking for help?” 

The high priest was relieved that he too was not begging him to 
release the prisoners. Maybe he did not know about that. Caiaphas 
stopped and looked down at the little man. “I am sorry for you and 
your son, but no children have come looking for help here.” He started 
to move on. Zaccheus kept pace with him. 

“If he should come by, please help him to get home. We are at the 
inn in Bethany.” 

Caiaphas kept walking, but called back that he would keep an eye 
out for the child. He then disappeared into the inner court. 

Zaccheus stood there a moment thinking about what he should do 
next. This idea had been the one he was sure would help him find his 
son. He had not even been aware of two women scrubbing the floor 
over to the right. When Caiaphas had gone into the inner court, one of 
them got up from the floor and came to him. 

“I did not mean to listen to your conversation, but I think I can 
help you. Was your son about this tall and did he have wavy mouse 
brown hair?” 

“That sounds right.” 

“Did he have a dog named Pharaoh?” 

“Yes!” Joy leapt into Zaccheus’ heart for the first time in weeks. 

“I have seen your son. He came here for help, just as you said.” 

“When? When was he here?” 


The woman thought for a moment. “It was about three, maybe four, 


days ago.” 
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Four days ago? Where could he be now? “Do you know where he 
went?” 

The woman nodded, smiling. “Yes, yes I do.” She had been right, 
the child had not been an urchin off the street, he really had been lost 
and here was his father looking for him. 

“Old Nicodemus was here that day. We asked him to help us. He 
questioned the lad about where he was from. Then a very odd thing 
happened. Caiaphas came out and the boy hid behind Nicodemus. 
It was as though the child knew who he was and was afraid of him. 
Nicodemus seemed to understand and they left together. I think 
Nicodemus took him home with him. I am sure he is in good hands. I 
understand Hasmic, that’s Nicodemus’ wife, is very nice.” 

“Where does he live?” 

By then the other woman had joined them and the two conferred. 
“We know he lives to the west, but since we never leave here, we have 
no idea where.” They could see the disappointment on the father’s face, 
and they apologized for that. “If you find him, your son, and we hope 
you do, tell him that Uma and Mary Ruth have been praying for him.” 

Then Uma volunteered, “Oh, Nicodemus has not been back to the 
Temple since he took the lad home. I’m sure he is helping the child look 
for you.” 

The women went back to their labor of love: cleaning the Temple 
to keep it bright and beautiful and Zaccheus was left alone with his 
thoughts. This was the most help he had received in weeks. But it was 
almost a dead end. Shua was probably safe, but where were they? 

Since he was here anyway, Zaccheus went into the inner court to 
pray. He thanked the Lord for his son’s safety thus far. He begged Him 
to let them see him home soon. He left an offering in the coffers near 
the door. 

By the slant of the sun, Zaccheus could tell it was not too late. He 
thought that if he walked west a little ways and asked vendors, maybe 
he could find someone who knew Nicodemus and his wife Hasmic. 
But by mid-afternoon he had talked to many vendors and street sellers, 
but no one knew the name. He could begin again tomorrow after he 
brought food to his loved ones. At least now he had w name and a place 
to look for, he was not just walking about the streets hoping to see him. 
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Kezia was saddened that her mother had been injured and was not 
able to come. She so looked forward to seeing her everyday. But she 
_ loved Zaccheus and was glad to see him. But there had been something 
about his conversation today and yesterday that had made her feel that 
she was not being told everything. And she knew in her heart that 
Zaccheus had never lied to her, so why would she feel this way? Anyway, 
it was good to have the extra food and she divided it willingly with 
everyone and Darcia as well. After a blessing they ate and the children 
begged her to tell more of the Magi story. 

“Now where were we?” asked Kezia. 

“The star watchers were coming to the inn.” Talya was talking to 
her more everyday. 

“And what did we name them?” 

“Mordecai, Xerxes and Claude,” supplied Nathanael, returning 
from the window where he had shared bread with Nebbish the mouse. 

Kezia took a moment to remember the funny way of talking she 
used for the innkeeper and his wife. 


Knock, knock, knock! “Check the gate Flaude, I'm busy,” shouted 
Maude. 

Flaude mimicked her under his breath. “Check the gate Flaude, I'm 
busy. More of David's kin? Well they're late, the census is almost over.” 
Flaude opened the gate and stepped back in amazement. At the door were 
the three Magi, and Flaude had never seen anything like them before. They 
were dressed richly and had obviously traveled a long way for their clothing 
was unlike any he had ever seen. He had almost hollered “What?” at them 
but only stood there with his mouth open. Finally he said, “Maude, you 
better come see this.” 

‘I'm busy, Flaude,” she answered. 

“Now, Maude!” 

Maude walked angrily toward the door stomping on each word as she 
came. “That's it Flaude, this better be important, I'm busy. Why can't you 
take care of it? What's so...” and when she saw who was at the gate, her 
tone of voice changed drastically. “Shalom! And who might you gentlemen 


128 - Susan A. Perkins 


be?” And then she whispered to Flaude that she thought they could afford 
three rooms. 

One of the men stepped forward, “I'm Mordecai, and this is Xerxes 
and Claude. We have come a long way to find Him who is born King of 
the Jews.” 

Flaude pointed north. “King and his wife live up in Jerusalem. To the 
best of my knowledge no babies are expected from those two.” 

Xerxes told Flaude that they had spoken to Herod and that Herod’s 
learned men had directed them to Bethlehem. 

Flaude scratched his chin. “But why my house?” 

Mordecai pointed to the sky and said, “That star. We have followed it 
every night since it appeared.” 

The third man from Persia smiled and said, “I like stars.” 

Not to let the opportunity pass, Maude stepped forward, “Flaude, invite 
them in. Make them comfortable, see to their needs. Water their camels. 
Don’t just stand there, Flaude! Gentlemen, welcome to our inn.” 

Mordecai was on a mission. “Please, we must see the child. Is he here? 
We have brought gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh.” 

Maude was suddenly concerned what they would think of her if they 
found the only baby here in the stable. “Well, the only child here is the one 
out back in the stable. I don’t think he is the one you seek, he is the son of 
a carpenter.” 

“But was he born the night that the star appeared?” asked Xerxes. 

Flaude admitted that indeed he had been born the very moment the 
star had appeared. He also offered to guide them down there. 

Mordecai raised an eyebrow and asked, “So he is in the stable you say?” 

‘T wanted to move them up here, I did. But they preferred the privacy 
of the stable. Really they did.” Maude defended herself loudly. 

“Maude,” warned Flaude, “Here Gentlemen, let me show you the way.” 

Flaude pointed out the path around the inn and down the hill to the 
stable and Maude and he followed behind them. Flaude was mumbling to 
himself, “Gold, they have gold and they are giving it to him and then they 
will have money to pay their bill.” 

Maude was still thinking about what they had said of the child. “Did 
they call Him King of the Jews?” . 

But Flaude did not hear her for he was thinking about something else. 
“Frankincense, that will help this old place smell better.” 
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“And remember that the shepherd said, Savior who is Christ the Lord?” 

“But myrrh,” continued Flaude, “odd gift for a baby. Myrrh is for dead 
bodies. 

‘And the Angels sang, remember Flaude?” 

“Maude, what are you babbling about?” 

“Flaude, what if little Yeshua is the promised one of Israel?” 

“Then we'll put up a sign and sell pieces of the inn to people. Really 
Maude, get serious.” 

Maude stopped in the path and looked at Flaude. She held his arm so he 
would stop and listen. “You know the Holy writings. She is to be a virgin, 
in Bethlehem. He is of David's line, the branch of Jesse. He is to be called 
Yeshua. This child could be the one!” 

“Ha! that’s how much you know! This woman is married. And he is to 
be called out of Egypt! Do you see any pyramids?” Flaude was pretty pleased 
with himself for he thought he won this argument. 

Maude ruined that for him. “She and that nice Joseph are betrothed 
only. She told me herself. No wonder the birth was so hard for her. And 
the star shone and the shepherds came and now these rich men. It has to 
be him.” 

Flaude tried to regain ground. “No Egypt. Remember, we are in 
Palestine!” 

Maude sighed and put her hands on her hips in frustration. “One little 
detail.” They moved closer to the stable and Flaude watched the new-comers 
greet the mother and father. 

“Do you really think it’s possible? I mean, Maude, the Rabbi, I can 
remember him speaking about this years ago when I took instruction. But 
T never thought that in our inn, in our lifetime, something like this could 
happen. Do you think he is, Maude, that baby?” 

‘I think He is, Flaude.” 

Now Flaude and Maude watched in awe as these men in rich robes 
and wearing jewels, knelt in the straw of the stable and gave their gifts to 
Mary and her child. And then they worshipped him there on their knees. 
And seeing this Maude turned to her husband and said, “He is, Flaude.” 

And the third of the men from Persia said, “Cute child, nice stable.” 

Later that night, after the men had gone, Flaude and Maude found 


Joseph hurriedly packing his donkey. 
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Flaude looked about for the men, “Our rich guests, where are they.” 
And then under his breath he muttered, “They could have paid for three 
rooms.” 

Joseph answered still hurrying with the donkey, “They were warned not 
to return to Herod. Mary and I must leave too. Herod is going to seek the 
child to kill Him.” 

Always practical Maude started for the inn. “I'll wrap food for your 
journey. Where will you go that the child will be safe?” 

Joseph pulled on a rope, “Egypt.” 

“Egypt?” questioned Flaude startled by the word. 

Maude smiled at Flaude, “He said Egypt. Stop at the gate, I'll have 
provisions for you.” 

Flaude lingered by the donkey. “How did you find out that Herod was 
coming for the baby? No, let me guess. An angel told you in a dream, just 
like the other time.” 

“Yes. This was the second time.” 

Flaude began to help Joseph. “You had better hurry. Herod’s men are 
brutal. And if this baby is who he seems to be... he has work to do when 
he grows up. So he must grow up.” 

Joseph offered to pay for their lodging but Flaude knew they would need 
all they had to survive. The men helped Mary onto the donkey and handed 
up the child. They received Maude’s gift of food and disappeared into the 
night. Maude and Flaude stood at the gate to their inn and watched them 
go. They wondered if this was truly the child that was destined to be King 
of Kings and Lord of Lords. Was He the One who would rescue the chosen 
people of the most High God? Or was He going to be more than all that? 
Would He be Savior and Redeemer and giver of Eternal Life? 


And the children chorused, “Yes! Thank you, Jesus!” 

Then Kezia sat down and Talya came and snuggled close to her. 
“What is the frankyscent you were talking about and the mirth? Why 
would they bring that to a baby? Mother brought you a blanket when 
Esmira was borned. ‘That’s a better gift. Food and a new dress for Mary 
would be nice too. So what is that stuff?” Timon heard his sister and 
sat with them too. . 


Prison Promises - 131 


“Well, first of all, it was myrrh and not mirth. Mirth is like joy and 
being happy. Myrrh is a bitter perfume. It comes from plants and is 
often used to wrap dead bodies so they don’t smell bad.” 

“And the other franky thing, what is it?” 

“Frankincense is a resin, a sticky thing that drips out of certain trees 
in the east. It burns very white and bright and they use it in the Temple. 
It is Very costly. It also has some uses to make people well.” 

Timon thought about this for a minute and then asked why star 
watchers would give a baby presents like that. 

No one had ever told Kezia why these gifts were significant, but 
she thought she could talk her way through it. “The gold was because 
Jesus was born to be a king, like the gold crown a king would wear. 
The frankincense may be because it is costly and Jesus was a precious 
sacrifice; and also because He healed people.” 

“What about the myrrh?” 

“T called the myrrh a bitter perfume because Jesus died for us on the 
cross and was buried. So, it was bitter for Him but a sweet thing for us. 
I guess that all the gifts told us something about His life.” 

“Aunt Kezia, how long will we be here? What will happen to us?” 

Kezia put her arm around the little girl. “Jesus must think we are 
special if He wants us to suffer for Him. The people who put us here 
are trying to test us. They want to see how much we really love Jesus. 
They think we don’t love Him and so I guess we will be here until we 
prove that we really do.” 

“T love Jesus, but I don’t like it here.” 

“Want to know a secret? Neither do I. But I love Jesus too and being 
here will not change that.” 

“Why don’t we tell them we really, really love Him and then they 
will let us go home. I miss my Abba.” 

“I know,” murmured Kezia pulling her closer. Rachael brought her 
Esmira who was hungry, so Kezia nursed the child while Talya talked to 
her about what she wanted to do when they got to go home. She talked 
about her Abba, Cleopas, and how much she wanted to see him again. 
Kezia assured her that people were looking for Bartemaus and Cleopas. 
And maybe they would be here soon. 

As they talked, the key turned in the lock of the door. Three guards 


entered. It was Corello who came first, and then the one that was mean, 
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Marcellus, and Benito whom they did not see that often. Kezia’s heart 
began to pound, for this was unusual for all of them to be here. They 
had already brought bread and water earlier in the day. Kezia covered 
her breast and feeding child with her veil and struggled to her feet. The 
children ran to their mother. ‘Delia, holding Jude, huddled with Lydia. 

Corello stepped forward on the top of the stairs. He produced 
a scroll from his waist band and unrolled it. “Fidelia a Samaritan of 
Bethany, step forward.” 

Everyone looked at “Delia, and Lydia walked with her a few steps 
forward. 

“Madam, by proclamation of the governor and the Sanhedrin, | 
must ask you these questions. Will you renounce your faith in this man 
Jesus?” 

Kezia thought that surely they knew “Delia was the weakest in her 
faith among them and this was their way of finding a way to get at them 
all. She prayed silently for her sister-friend to stand strong. 

‘Delia took a shuddery breath and said softly, “No, no, I can’t.” 

“Then,” continued Corello, “are you prepared to give up this child 
Jude’s life for your faith?” 

Everyone was stunned, but especially “Delia. “What? Not my baby! 

“Then will you renounce Jesus?” 

‘Delia looked confused and frightened. Were they serious, would 
they take her child? 

She looked to the others for an answer and they were as shocked as 
she was. In those brief moments that she hesitated, Marcellus was down 
the stairs and had snatched Jude from her arms and was climbing back 
up the stairs. 

‘Delia ran to the steps sobbing hysterically, “No. No. Not my baby. 
No!” Marcellus was opening the door. “Wait! Don’t... take... my... 
baby!” 

Kezia called to her, “Delia, hold on to your faith.” 

“T can not face this alone!” 

Lydia came and put her arms about “Delia, “Jesus said we would 
not have to.” 


» 


“But Jesus is not here.” . 
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By now Jude was becoming very upset by what was happening. He 
had been unceremoniously ripped from his mother’s arms and Marcellus 
was not handling him gently and so he was complaining loudly. 

“Madam, you must decide,” demanded Corello. 

Lydia clung to ‘Delia, “If you renounce your faith, what will you 
have left?” 

Fidelia looked from her child to Lydia, tears were streaming down 
her face unchecked, “I will have my baby,” she choked out. 

“But you will be lost for eternity.” 

Kezia stepped forward; she was trying to quiet Esmira who had been 
traumatized by the commotion. “Do you remember what we talked 
about? That we cannot choose life over honor for we will lose the only 
thing worth living for.” 

‘Delia looked at Kezia as if she had no idea what she was saying. 
“It’s so easy for you. You want me to lose my child just because you 
are willing to give up your life or your child. Jude is the only thing 
I have that is really mine. You got the husband, the parents that love 
you. I don’t have a husband like you two. I only have Jude. I should 
have had Bartemaus, but oh, no! And I don’t have other children like 
you, Rachael. And there is no one that cares I am here, or even knows 
it. | only have myself and Jude. I am not going to die for a God who 
obviously cares nothing about me.” 

“Madam,” called Corello impatiently. “You know what you must 
do to save your child.” 

‘Delia nodded. She was not and had never been strong in her faith. 
Letting her child go was more than she could do. “What must I say, 
what must I do to save my child’s life?” 

“Renounce Jesus and all He stands for and promise never to worship 
Him again.” Fidelia stood looking at Corello for what to everyone else 
seemed an eternity. “Samaritan Fidelia you must respond.” 

Fidelia had never cried so hard in her life. “Pll do it. Pll say it. I'll 
sign it. Just give me my baby.” She ran up the stairs toward Jude who 
held out his tiny arms for his mother. Marcellus gave her the child and 
she clung to him weeping into his neck. 

Before she was quite out the door Marcellus started down the stairs. 
Corello looked at Kezia. “Jew Kezia, wife of Bartemaus an enemy of the 


state, will you renounce your faith, or see your child die?” 
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“I will gladly die for my faith, but she is a child. She knows nothing 
of this. Ask for my life.” Kezia clutched her child to her bosom. But 
Marcellus went to her and pulled the child from her. Esmira began to 
shriek as she was dangled by one arm in the grasp of the big Roman. “I 
can not renounce my faith. But, please, take me!” Marcellus was at the 
door. Kezia ran up the stairs and fell at Corello’s feet. “Listen to me! She 
does not even know what this is about. Give the child to Fidelia and 
take me to die. But do not kill her, she is just a baby!” 

Something about Corello’s face registered that he did not like what 
he had been asked to do by those in authority over him. “Your only 
choice is to renounce your faith, or relinquish your child to us.” 

“T cannot turn my back on the Savior who died for me. I cannot.” 

Corello nodded for Marcellus to take the child out and Benito 
followed them both and locked the door. Kezia clung to the bars of the 
window in the door watching as long as possible, and then listening 
to the screams of her child until they were closed off by another door. 

Darcia came from her corner then and climbed the stairs. “What 
kind of a mother are you?” she asked to Kezia’s back. Kezia looked over 
her shoulder at Darcia. The old crone continued. “Plump little babies 
like that are used in their parades and parties. They paint them gold and 
put little wings on them and they are paraded around as little cherubs. 
After they are done they all die. No one knows why painting them kills 
them, but they all die.” 

Kezia swooned and fainted. 

Talya and Timon, who had seen all this, clung to their mother. 
They were too frightened to cry. Nathanael buried his head in his sister 
Lydia’s stomach and sobbed. 


> Laas 


When Nicodemus rose that morning, he checked on the two sleeping 
little boys. They were back to back breathing deeply. Nicodemus had 
a little trouble getting about that morning for he was stiff. Hasmic 
graciously rubbed some liniment on his back and legs. She also chided 
him, in her soft and gentle way, not to take on the‘whole youth army 
alone next time. He reminded her that while Shua and Little Simon 
were dispatching the leader, he only took care of the rest of them! 
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He decided that he would not go looking for Shua’s parents that 
day. He wanted to rest his legs and back. Besides, he reasoned, now 
they had two little homeless or lost boys on their hands. He should stay 
home and let the little one get accustomed to being with adults. And 
~ he was sure the boy would talk to him about where he had come from. 
He agreed with Shua, wherever he came from, he could not go back to 
King Ahab’s group. 

After the liniment treatment he and Hasmic had their morning 
prayers and morning meal. Being a woman she was naturally more 
interested in the children and their welfare. So over the meal she 
broached the subject of what was to be done with the small child Simon. 
Whereas Shua was so sure there were parents looking for him, Little 
Simon seemed too young to be with a gang of older streetwise boys. 
And Shua had spoken of parents almost immediately. Little Simon did 
not speak much. 

Her husband agreed that he had certainly brought home an 
interesting dilemma this time. What if they could not find the parents? 
What if there were no parents to be found? 

It was not long before the two little boys came and joined them at 
their low table. Shua greeted each of them as if they were long family 
members. He was dressed in the black tunic with the embroidery on 
the sleeves. It had been newly washed and mended after the fight. Little 
Simon had found on the end of the bed a tunic in a beige color. Hasmic 
and Min had made it for him using his old garment as a size and making 
it bigger for growth as everyone knew that boys grew overnight. They 
had laughed knowingly about that and had been glad there had been so 
many growing boys in this house at one time to wear out the garments 
of the one who grew out of them. All those boys were gone now with 
their own families. Shua had showed him how to wear it and how to 
tie it with the cord they had provided. 

Min and Hasmic had done the sensible thing; they had burned his 
old, too small, filthy garments. 

Little Simon stood shyly behind Shua as Shua greeted everyone. 
He had woken not sure where he was, and then Shua was there and 
reminded him. He had told Shua that he could not remember sleeping 
in a real bed with nice linens ever in his life. 
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Min brought food for the boys and spoke to little Simon kindly, 
“Do you like your new clothing?” He nodded with a smile. “It looks 
very nice on you. Does it fit the way you like?” 

He nodded and smiled again and moved to show her that it fit fine 
and hung well on him. She tussled his hair, mentioned that it needed 
some shoring later, and turned to go. 

He said, “Thank you!” 

Min turned back to him and gave him a smile. “It was my pleasure.” 

The boys were encouraged to eat as much as they wanted. Nicodemus 
thought if he just asked a few questions of the new boy he could learn 
more about him. “So, Little Simon, you seem too young to be on your 
own. How young are you?” 

Little Simon smiled, showing that his upper teeth were missing. He 
shrugged and looked at Shua. Shua leaned toward him. “He wants to 
know your age. How many birth anniversaries have you had?” He still 
did not seem to understand. “When were you born? How long ago?” 

“T don't know.” 

Nicodemus scratched at his beard and thought. How was it possible 
this child was so young and had been on the streets most of his life? “Do 
you remember your mother?” he asked gently. 

Little Simon knew what a mother was. He thought for a minute. 
Then he shook his head. He did not remember his mother. 

“Who do you remember that used to take care of you?” 

He thought some more. “A woman. And a man. Auntie and The 
Man. We were in a crowd one day and I got lost. I looked and looked.” 

Hasmic turned from them to hide her tears. She knew what had 
happened. For some reason an aunt was raising this dear little child 
and had intentionally left him so they would no longer have to be 
responsible. She and the man had probably thought he would die on 
the streets. She reached out and touched Nicodemus’ sleeve and shook 
her head slightly. He knew she wanted him to stop questioning the boy. 

“Have you boys had enough to eat?” 

“Yes, sir,” answered Shua wiping his mouth. 

Little Simon was watching him and he too wiped his mouth and 
Saldy ese sieve . 

“So, my little friends, what would you like to do today?” 
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Shua wrinkled his forehead a little, “Are we going to go south and 
look for my family?” 

Hasmic exchanged a smile with her husband. “I have a confession to 
make. I woke this morning with sore legs and a sore back. I think our 
little fight with your former colleagues has left me a little limpy.” But 
then he winked at them, “But we routed them did we not?” 

The boys giggled, “Yeah, we did!” 

“So if you will let me rest today, and if you will let Min and Hasmic 
feed you for another day, tomorrow I will go to Bethany and find your 
family.” 

Shua looked a little sad, but he knew that Nicodemus would not 
lie to him. 

“I have an idea,” spoke up Hasmic, “I have some toys that belonged 
to my boys. I think Min and I could find them and you boys could 
play with them. I think that Nicodemus would like a nice hot soak and 
a massage for his back. Does it sound like fun for you to play together 
this morning?” 

Little Simon leaned toward Shua, “What’s a toys?” 

Shua grinned a very big grin, “You are going to love toys!” 

It took only a few minutes to find the box of toys for Min 
remembered exactly where they were stored. They were taken to the 
courtyard that the house was built about. There was a pool with a small 
bubbling fountain. The box contained all sorts of wonderful wooden 
items. There were three different boats, carved to look like the boats of 
the time. There were two chariots, with one horse that was whole and 
one whose leg had broken off. Shua gave the horse that had all four 
legs to Simon for he had been taught to share. There were two dreidels. 
Little Simon did not know what they were so Shua explained them and 
showed him how they worked, It took a few tries to get his to spin in 
top fashion. Then Shua explained the letters on the sides and what they 
meant during Chanukah. “Each side has a letter, this one is Shin, this 
one Hey, and this one is Gimel, and the last one is Nun. When you 
spin it, it tells you what to do, you either get gelt or you give gelt to the 
pot. It’s great fun.” At the bottom of the box was a large cart filled with 
building blocks. 

Shua was right; Little Simon really enjoyed the toys. They played 
all morning. Once Shua thought about his friend Ebbie at home and 
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missed him. Ebbie would have loved these toys. They pretended to 
have chariot races, they built things, and they got soaked in the pool 
doing boat races. They played up to the mid-day meal when Min came 
to call them to eat. Little Simon carried the wooden horse with him to 
the table. 

“Oh, I see you have found the horses!” Nicodemus joined them 
at the table and reclined with them. Nicodemus said the baruck. And 
Little Simon looked at him oddly. He had done that the night before 
at dinner. What was that? Because Little Simon did not understand, he 
did not bow, he just stared at Nicodemus. 

“What’s he doing that for?” he asked in a whisper to Shua. 

“He’s praying.” 

“What is praying?” 

“He is thanking God for the food.” 

“But I thought that other woman made the food, why is he thanking 
God?” 

“Min made it but God gave it to us for her to make it.” 

“Why? And who do we thank? Min or God?” 

Shua shushed Simon. When Nicodemus finished and they began 
to eat, Nicodemus —who had heard most of the questions—spoke to 
Simon 

“My little friend, Simon, in a Jewish home we always thank our God 
for the food that He provides for us. We call this the baruck. It is part 
of how we are constantly devoted to God. And anytime that we talk to 
God we call that praying.” 

“King Ahab never prayed.” It was not a defense, it was a statement. 
“[ never saw anyone pray before.” 

“Well, my little friend, we will teach you how.” And they enjoyed a 
nice lunch of goat meat broth, fruit and bread. Then Nicodemus shared 
with the boys some honey roasted nuts. He claimed he must have a nap 
then and would the boys mind playing out in the courtyard again. He 
did not have to ask them twice. 

After Min cleaned up the lunch meal remains and straightened up, 
she came out to the courtyard. She brought with her two long cushions 
from near the table. These she placed between two low bushes. She went 
back to the house and returned with a blanket. This she hung from the 
bushes over the cushions. She fussed with it to get it just the way she 
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wanted it. The boys had stopped playing and were watching her. Finally 
Shua said, “What are you making, Min?” 

eAstente. 

“Why?” 

“Well, when I was a little girl my Papa made me tents to play in. 
Would you like to play in this tent, or fix it to suit yourself?” 

The boys looked at one another and smiled. Oh boy would they! 

Min left them to it and about an hour later when she looked out, 
they were both asleep in it, which is exactly what she had intended. 

That evening at supper Nicodemus suggested that he go alone to 
Bethany. He reasoned to the boys that it might be easier for the boys to 
stay and play while he did the walking about. He promised that if he 
found Shua’s family he would bring his Abba home with him. He also 
told Shua how important it was for him to stay here with Simon. And 
he told them it might be safer, as who knew if they would run into King 
Ahab and his band again. 

Again the boys drifted off to sleep with the sounds of Nicodemus’ 
flute lilting softly in the air. 


ine ciate 


Marcus Tiberius heard the commotion from his private work space. 
There were shouts and laughter and what sounded like a shrieking child. 
Marcus was not in the mood for whatever was happening. He had 
detested what Caiaphas had asked him to do and now this commotion. 
He was convinced that something bad would happen if they suggested 
the taking of the children and hoped that the women would use this 
opportunity to vacate the prison and he and his men could get back 
to dealing with real criminals. From the noise that had not happened. 

He got up and put on his most stern expression and went to the hall. 
Marcellus was holding a child by the arm, suspended in the air. The girl 
child was screaming. She was probably frightened by being taken from 
her mother and hurt by the way he was holding her. Some of the other 
men were doing what he was sure they would call good natured jostling 
of the young woman with the reddish curls. She was clutching her male 
child, close to her chest to protect him from the abuse of the men. 

“Let her alone!” he called to them. 
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Everything stopped except the wailing of the suspended child. 
Marcus Tiberius looked at each of the men and shook his head in 
disappointment. He was able, with a look, to bring most men to shame. 
When all of them were looking at him or at their feet in shame, he 
asked, “Has this one renounced her faith?” He indicated the plump girl 
with the reddish curls. 

Corello, who had been watching but not participating, stepped 
forward. “She has, sir.” 

“Then let her go. That is what Caiaphas promised, is it not?” 

The men backed away from her and she started for the door. Then 
she turned and looked at Marcus Tiberius. And then she lowered her 
eyes, for his stare was penetrating. “Please, let me take the other child 
too. Do not kill her. She is so young. She does not understand.” 

Marcus Tiberius studied the girl for sometime. There would have 
been an awkward silence but for Esmira screaming. Because he took so 
long to answer, she looked up at him. 

“Has her mother renounced the man Jesus?” 

‘Delia looked at the crying Esmira and began to cry herself. “No, 
sir. But please...” 

Marcus looked at Corello, “Show her out.” 

When they had left, he went to Marcellus, “Give her to me!” And 
he took the child from his hand. 

“She is to die, Sir. How do you want it done?” 

“Go back to your duties.” Marcellus thought better of questioning 
him, saluted and left him. 

Marcus Tiberius carried the wailing child back to the room that was 
his office and closed the door. He recognized that it was the child of the 
one he knew to be Caiaphas’ niece. He also recognized the fig shaped 
mark on her arm. The child was thin and dirty. That could mostly be 
attributed to the deplorable conditions of the prison. He tried to sooth 
her. From her hair and clothing and her beguiling face he knew that it 
was a girl child. As he soothed her, he pulled her head to his chest and 
rocked her. The child’s shrieks had turned to sobbing softly as she tried 
to get her breath. She stuck her very dirty, first two fingers in her mouth. 

In a few moments she was resting quietly againSt his chest. He sat 
down on his bench and leaned against the wall. The small child looked 
up at him with giant brown eyes, ringed with black lashes. “Abba?” 
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Marcus Tiberius knew the word. It was what children called their 
fathers in this land. It was to have been her father that they should have 
arrested. How did all this happen? What kind of a man had he become? 
Well, he would not tell Caiaphas about this child. He would tell him 
that one of the women had left. He had hoped they would all leave. But 
no, even taking this child had not accomplished what he expected. Were 
these people crazy, or did this dead prophet mean that much to them? 

Suddenly the little body in his arms began to struggle and he realized 
that she wanted to get down. She slid off his lap and with toddling steps 
began to explore the room. Children were curious creatures. He had 
some cheese and bread and so he offered her some of the cheese. She ate 
it greedily and held out her hands for more. He fed her more and she 
begged for more. He felt a twinge of remorse that it was partly he who 
had caused her hunger. He broke off bite sized pieces of bread and gave 
that to her as well. She pointed to the cheese. 

“So, little pig, you like the cheese better than bread, fine, have some 
more cheese. She toddled about the room some more and then came 
back lifting her hand for more. “More,” she said. 

He gave her more cheese and offered her a cup of water, and she 
drank the whole thing. Then she stood next to him and lifted both 
hands to him and wiggled her fingers. He offered her more cheese but 
she pushed it away. She wiggled her hands and made little whiny sounds 
and bounced against his leg. He looked at her strangely. “What do you 
want, little one?” She pulled on his leg. “Oh, you want me to hold you! 
All right, up you come!” He lifted her and sat her in his lap. She looked 
at him again with those large brown eyes, so trusting. He wondered if 
Caiaphas had ever met the child and if he had, why could he so easily 
order her murder? And he answered himself. That was the whole point. 
Caiaphas didn’t really want the child dead, he wanted the mother to 
renounce her faith and prove Caiaphas right. But that is not how it 
worked out and he was holding the child that was supposed to die. 

Marcus Tiberius looked down at her again. She was tracing her 
fingers along his breastplate. She was humming contentedly to herself. 
Then in one motion, her head was on his chest and she was asleep. As 
she napped there on his lap, the idea came to him. He thought it was 


the perfect plan. 
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The mother thought the child was dead. The way things were going, 
the mother would soon be dead. Who would notice that he and his good 
wife had adopted an orphan? Who would care? But would Navia want 
the child that was Jewish and not her own flesh? There was only one 
way to find out. Corello was trustworthy, Marcus would solicit his help. 

Balancing the sleeping child on his shoulder with one arm and 
opening the door with the other he called Corello in to him. Corello 
stood at attention before him. “I am trusting your confidentiality in 
what I am about to ask of you.” 

“Yes, sir!” Corello tried not to stare at the child or wonder why she 
was here in Marcus Tiberius’ office. 

“I need you to run an errand for me and to speak of it to no one.” 

“Yes, Sir!” This was odd; the centurion had never asked of him 
anything like this before. 

Marcus went to the table and retrieved a bag of coins. He took 
several of them out. “Take these coins and go to the shop on the square 
that sells clothing mostly to the Romans living here in Jerusalem. Buy 
something that would be appropriate for a girl child of this size. Then 
take the things to my home. Ask for my servant Bythann. Give the 
things to her and tell her I will be home soon. Tell her to say nothing 
to my wife. Do you understand?” 

mYes, Sit! 

“And say nothing to anyone.” 

“As you have instructed, sir.” 

Corello left on his mission and Marcus Tiberius rearranged the 
sleeping child into a more comfortable position. He had only held a 
child once before. It was in Rome when his sister had given birth. Navia 
had been so brave. She was already having trouble getting pregnant and 
his sister had given birth almost exactly nine months to the day of her 
matrimonial. 

A noise in the chamber beyond his office startled the child and she 
woke. She cried a little as she was in an unfamiliar place. But Marcus 
patted and soothed her and she clung to him. He remembered that 
Bythann had sent him off this morning with a honey cake for a midday 
break. He did not have the heart to tell her that Ke was not fond of 
sweets so he usually just gave it to one of the guards that worked for 
him. He got it out and unwrapped it from the cloth Bythann had stored 
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it in for him. He almost handed it right to the child and then looked 
at her hands. They were grimy and so he helped her wash them from 
the basin of water he kept for his own use. He broke the cake into two 
pieces and handed her one of them. She knew what it was and she ate 
~ it greedily. She then reached out for the other piece and took it from 
him. This she ate more slowly, but she ate all of it and licked her fingers. 
Marcus poured her another cup of water and she drank all of it. 

He had a sudden pang of guilt. If she was this hungry and thirsty; 
what about the other children in the prison? Well, he could not rescue 
all of them and get away with it. If Caiaphas knew about this one he 
would be furious. Then he had another thought, what if Navia would 
not accept this child? Well, he would try. It was the best he could do. 
Obviously he had not been able to father a child for her himself. 

When Corello returned with the message that he had completed 
his assignment, Marcus Tiberius decided it was time to go home and 
see if his idea would work. He had Corello bring his mount to the side 
entrance and rode home with the child wrapped in his cape. He went 
to the rear entrance and was met at the door by Bythann. She had 
wondered about the bundle that Marcus Tiberius’ soldier had delivered, 
but to see him carrying this child in really surprised her. Her owner 
placed the drowsy child in her arms. 

“Clean her up, a nice warm bath perhaps. Wash her hair and check 
for lice. Dress her in the things I had Corello bring you. When I signal, 
please send her out to me. I will be with Navia. How is she today?” 

“She is brave, Master. We all know her heart, but she is not sad, 
she is gay with us. Earlier she went to market for an hour. She found a 
length of cloth for a new gown. We are looking forward to helping her 
fashion it.” Bythann looked down at the child and back to her master. 
Her eyes asked the question that her lips could not form. 

“T hope that the child will give her what I can not.” 

“You are a good man; it is an honor to serve you. I will hurry and 
prepare the child. What is her name?” 

Marcus Tiberius tried to answer and realized he did not know. 
“Tm not sure. I don’t think I ever heard it. Go now; bring her back to 


us soon.” 
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Tiberius found his wife in their room. She was looking out her 
window into the courtyard and beyond the building, to Jerusalem. 
“Bythann...?” she asked turning. 

“No, your devoted husband.” 

She moved quickly to him and embraced him and kissed him. “You 
are here so early? Is something wrong?” 

“IT wanted to see my woman and could not wait another moment 
to come home.” 

“May I get you a cool beverage?” 

“That would be wonderful.” He moved to her couch and watched 
her pour him some cool citrus beverage. Bythann was right. Her sadness 
only showed sometimes in her eyes, but she would not let her inability 
to bear a child make her undesirable as a wife. Marcus hoped that she 
would be happy with his solution to their problem. 

She brought him his beverage and before she could sit next to him, 
he pulled her to his lap. “I did not tell you everything. The other reason 
that I am home early is that I have something for you. Something | 
hope you will like.” 

“What is it? You know that I love surprises! Tell me!” 

“Tt is something that you want. Well, sort of.” 

“What? Stop teasing me!” 

“Maybe I will wait until after dinner and then you will learn to be 
patient.” He kissed her sweetly on the lips. 

Navia wanted to beg some more and then decided to play the game. 
“All right, I guess it was not that great a surprise.” She got out of his lap 
and ran to her closet and brought out the fabric she had bought earlier 
that day. It was a clear beautiful blue and it had a silver thread running 
through it. It was the perfect color for her eyes and she wrapped it 
about herself to let him see it against her skin. The fabric moved with 
her movement, and the silver caught the light with just a tiny bit of 
reflection. 

“Do you think that it will look good on me?” 

“Do you have any sack cloth?” 

“What?” 

“My Dear, Navia, even sack cloth would look gbod on you!” 
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She smiled her love to him. She held out her hand. He came to her 
and she kissed him. “I am so happy that it is you that comes home to 
me each day. Are you hungry?” 

“What did you have in mind?” They both laughed. “Later, my dear! 
- First the surprise.” 

As Navia put away her fabric, Marcus Tiberius looked out the door 
and saw Bythann coming with the newly scrubbed child. He signaled 
her to wait near the door. He then pulled his wife to the couch and 
asked her what her fondest wish was. 

“You know my darling,” she said smiling at him. “to have your child 
and also to make you happy.” 

“Bythann.” 

Bythann encouraged the child into the room. She stood shyly by the 
door for a moment and surveyed the room. But then she saw Marcus 
and smiled and toddled toward him. She was wearing a light yellow 
dress much like Roman women wear. She had tiny sandals on her feet 
that she was not used to. Her dark hair was in wet ringlets about her 
beguiling face. She put out her hands and wiggled her fingers at him 
while calling, “Abba!” and began running toward him. And that is when 
it happened. She was moving too fast on the polished floor in sandals 
she was not used to. She fell face forward. 

Navia was surprised by the child coming to her husband so easily. 
But when she fell and began to wail, Navia ran to her and helped her 
up and carried her to the couch. She spoke soothing words to her and 
tried to comfort her. But the girl would have none of it. She reached for 
Marcus Tiberius. He moved closer to her to check her hands and knees 
for bruises, but she willfully pulled herself into his lap, stuck her fingers 
in her mouth and leaned on him. 

“What is this?” inquired Navia with a raised eyebrow. 

“This is your surprise.” 

Navia sat there looking at them for a moment thinking. “She called 
you Abba. Isn’t that what children call their fathers here?” 

“T believe so.” 

“Why did she call you that?” 

By now the child had ceased crying and wanted off his lap. He 
helped her down and she began exploring the room as she had his office. 
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“This child is from the prison. Her mother was one of the women in 
the prison. She called me Abba because her own father has been gone for 
a long time — a mission trip, I think. I rescued her from one of my men 
who was handling her roughly.” He decided a small lie would not be a 
bad thing. “Her mother is dead, and we were to kill the child as well.” 

Navia wrinkled her face in disbelief and horror. “He wanted you to 
kill this precious child?” 

“He hoped that it would cause her mother to break down and deny 
her faith. It did not. So I thought about it and decided that it was wrong 
to kill a child when the woman I love could not have her own child. 
Caiaphas must never know about this. I am sorry; I know you wanted 
a boy.” 

“You want us to adopt this child?” 

“She’s an orphan.” He hated lying to his wife. He had never lied to 
Navia and here he had told two in a few minutes. “Could you love her 
as if she were our child?” 

“Does she have a name?” 

“T’'m sure she does, but I don’t know what it is.” 

Navia sat and watched the child for a few moments. By the way 
her eyes wandered and the way she sighed, he knew she was thinking 
deeply. The child found the blue cloth and began pulling it out of the 
closet. She smoothed her hand over it. 

“You see, my dear, she has your good taste.” 

“What will we tell our friends?” 

“My sister's child? Your brother’s daughter? Or that she was adopted 
an orphan from Jerusalem?” 

“T shall call her Diana.” Navia went to the child and knelt on the 
floor beside her and began to play with her, entering into the game with 
the fabric by wrapping her in it and then slowly spinning her out of it. 
Esmira, now Diana, kicked off the sandals. She squealed in delight over 
the game. 

Marcus Tiberius smiled and wiped a tear from his eye. His wife 
had a child. Not of her flesh, but a child of her own. He justified it by 
thinking that it would not be long before the mother would be dead, 
and who knew where the father was. Diana. That was his mother’s 
name. And Navia had loved his mother. 
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ff ¢ 


After a long day of searching to the west of the Temple, Zaccheus 
was discouraged. He had tried a different street to search. He had asked 
~ everyone that he met if they knew where he could find Nicodemus. 
He did find one woman who knew of Nicodemus, but when he asked 
her where he lived, she had said, quite sincerely, “Why, The Temple, of 
course. 

So, while there was still light to get him home, he started back to 
Bethany. It had been a hard day for him. He hated seeing the ones 
he loved in that horrible dungeon. And he thought about how brave 
Mydia had been to do this day after day even when she was ill and 
getting weaker each day. She had never been vocal about her love for 
her daughter and her grandchild, but it showed on her face and in her 
actions, even to the detriment of her own health. 

At least Zaccheus’ mind was at ease concerning his son. He was 
apparently with a person who would protect him. Now he just had to 
find them. And it was for that and the safety of the women and children 
that he prayed as he walked home. 


ate 


While Rachael had spent time with her little children, Lydia had 
spent the last of the day with Kezia. Kezia had wakened from her faint 
and found Lydia holding her. She had spent the rest of the day pacing 
slowly about the dungeon. When she finally sat down, Lydia joined her 
again. “Aunt Kezie...” but she could not finish. 

Kezia nodded. She had always been aware of Mistress Onnua’s 
sorrow at the loss of her first child. She just was not prepared for how 
awful it felt herself. 

When sleep overcame Kezia, Lydia cuddled her and prayed softly 
for her. 


Chapter Cleven 


accheus woke with a positive thought. Today, he would find his 
Leda He would deliver food to his loved ones at the prison and then 
he would find his son. He went to the kitchen area and found Hiram 
packing a basket as he had done for Mydia all those weeks. Today his 
actions were slow and mechanical. Zaccheus’ heart went out to him. 
These last weeks had been hard on him, on all of them. His daughter 
and her only child were in prison. Their ward “Delia and her son also 
in the prison. Shua was missing. And now Mydia was so ill she could 
hardly get out of bed. But he could hear Hiram praying. Zaccheus 
found the crock jug and set it next to the basket. He went to find Onnua 
to say goodbye and to see how Mydia was. 

When Zaccheus came to the door where his wife was sitting with 
Mydia, he peeked around the edge quietly so as not to disturb Mydia. 
But she saw him and tried to get up. Onnua went to her and tried to 
keep her in place. 

“Master, let me go for you. Pardon me for being so slow this 
morning.” 

“No, Mydia, child, you have worked hard, it is your turn to rest. 
Onnua will sit with you as you did for her so often. You rest.” 

“My baby, have to help my baby.” Her head collapsed back on the 
pillow. 

“Tl take care of her for you, Mydia.” He looked at Onnua as she 
eased their friend back into the bed. Her sadness at this turn of events 
was obvious to him. They both knew that this woman’s sickness was 
very bad. Onnua got a cloth to mop the new leakage and sent a kiss on 
her fingertips to Zaccheus. C 

Zaccheus walked through the town greeting those that he knew. 
Some of their friends knew of their heartache and wished him well on 
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his search today. Those who were also believers thanked the Lord that 
they had not been discovered. 


Cee 10 


It was very early when Nicodemus got up and dressed and had a 
light breakfast. The boys were still sleeping when his wife handed him 
his staff and wished him well. “Find the boy’s family and bring them 
home tonight.” 

Nicodemus took the most direct route to the south end of the city 
that he knew. He also kept an eye out for King Ahab and his gang. He 
did not want to face them alone. The gate keeper was just opening the 
gate when he arrived. He greeted the man and thanked him for his task. 
He walked through and took the south road. About a quarter of a league 
down the road he turned and looked back at the city. Yes, there was 
the Temple up to the right. From here you would have to walk through 
the city to get to Temple. And the road was paved. He felt positive that 
today he would find Shua’s family. 


Een oar ot 


A tiny shaft of light was filtering in the small, barred window of the 
cell. Lydia knew that her mother was awake because she could hear her 
praying. Kezia was sleeping next to her where she had been all night. 
Lydia felt Nathanael asleep against her back. He had come to her for 
warmth. The twins were on either side of her mother. It was beautiful 
to hear her mother praying. She mentioned each of her children by 
name and thanked the Lord for them. She also asked God to find and 
send Cleopas to them. Lydia knew how much her mother missed him. 
Lydia missed him to. Wasn’t it, after all, Lydia who had brought them 
together? She could hear one of the twins stirring. 

It was Timon. He too had heard his mother praying. “Mother . . . 
Mother, I’m cold.” 

Lydia thought how odd it was that whereas Jerusalem was usually 
hot and dry, this place was cold and damp, especially at night. 
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Her mother stopped praying and pulled the children closer to 
herself to give them her body heat. “I know dear, just try to sleep, it’s 
not morning yet.” 

“When can we go home? I don’t like this place.” 

“We will probably all be home soon,” her mother said and that made 
Lydia’s stomach do a flip flop. After what happened yesterday, she was 
pretty sure what that meant. Home: as in home to Heaven and the Lord. 

“But when can we go home,” Timon begged. 

Now Talya was rousing from sleep and had heard her brother's 
comment. “Are we going home? Mama, I want to go home.” 

“Hush now dears, try to sleep.” Lydia smiled to herself, how many 
times had her mother said that to her when she could not sleep or had 
a nightmare. And then her mother had held her and sometimes had 
sung softly to her. 

Timon was not to be put off, “I’m cold and I’m hungry and I want 
to go home.” 

Rachael sat up and put her arms about her little ones. “Timon, 
Talya, we'll all be going home soon, and I want you both to be brave 
little ones for me.” 

“I can be brave until we go home, Mother. But when can we go 
home? I want to play with Roppa. He has probably forgotten who I am. 
What if he gets another friend? Who will I play with?” 

Lydia waited for her mother to answer and she knew that Rachael 
was thinking. “Little ones, you must listen to me now. When I said we 
would be going home, | did not mean back to our house. I meant a 
different kind of home.” 

“Why not, Mother? Why not home to our house?” 

“Why are we going to a different house?” 

Again Lydia could tell that her mother was struggling with how 
much to tell the twins. She guessed, as her mother had, that they 
might be the next ones who the authorities would come for. “Do you 
remember our friend, John, who told us about our special friend, Jesus?” 

“Yes, Mother.” 

“And John told us that Jesus died on the cross for our sins, and then 
rose from the grave so that we would live forever?” * 

“The tomb was empty and Jesus was alive!” put in Timon. 
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“Yes, Dear. Well, Jesus said He was going home to His Father and 
He would make His house ready for us, so we could come and live with 
Him. When I said we would be going home soon, I meant we would 

probably be going to live with Him.” 
, Darcia crawled out from her corner and spoke harshly to Rachael. 
“Why not tell them the truth? That this fine Roman government is 
going to kill them. Kill you all.” 

“Please, Darcia. Don’t do this to them.” 

Lydia knew now that Kezia was also awake and listening to this 
conversation. 

Timon reacted to the old woman. “Kill us? But why, Mother?” 

“The Romans may kill us because we love Jesus. But then, if we die, 
afterwards, we will be home with Jesus. It will be forever day there. And 
we will always be there and we will always be together. And we will be 
very happy.” 

Timon always wanted to know all the answers. “But why do they 
want to kill us just because we love Jesus?” 

Lydia wondered what her mother could possibly answer to that. 
“Well, Timon, they do not understand that Jesus just wants us to be as 
good as we can and to love each other. They think that Jesus wants us 
to fight against Rome or maybe not listen to the High Priest anymore. 
But that is not what Jesus wants at all. He just wants us to love Him, 
and to love each other. Do you understand that?” 

Talya had an idea, “Could Jesus just come to live with us at our 
house and then we would not have to get dead?” 

“Jesus has prepared us a better place.” 

Nathanael must have also been listening for suddenly he jumped 
up and yelled, “No one is going to kill me. I'll get a sword and cut all 
their heads off!” . 

Before Lydia could say anything, Mother pointed at Nathanael, 
“Nathanael!” 

But then Darcia jumped into the conversation, “That’s right, fight 
Balosee | 

Rachael cut her off, “Nathanael, good Christian children do not 
talk like that or fight.” 


“That’s right, Nathanael,” sneered Darcia, “be like a woman.” 
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Rachael looked up at Darcia, begging her with her eyes to stop what 
she was doing. Darcia made a humpfing noise and disappeared into her 
corner. Lydia took hold of Nathanael’s hand and encouraged him to sit 
next to her. He did reluctantly. 

Timon was not done asking questions. “Does it hurt to be dead?” 

“No, it does not hurt to be dead because you will be with Jesus.” 
Rachael paused then and Lydia heard her swallow hard. “But it will 
probably hurt to die.” 

Talya looked up at her mother with her large brown eyes, so like 
her father, “Will it hurt as much as when IJ skinned my knee? That hurt 
forever and ever.” 

Rachael did not like to lie to her children, but she did not want to 
worry them anymore than necessary. “Probably, a little like that.” 

Timon had still not run out of questions, “But why does it have to 
hurt, Mother?” 

“T don’t know, Timon, I just don’t know.” 

“But why? Why don’t you know?” 

“Yes, I'd like to know too.” Darcia was not going to make this easy 
for Rachael. 

Talya got up and said, “I don’t want to talk about this anymore. It’s 
making me too sad.” Talya went and sat on her sister’s lap and hugged 
her. 

“Mother, I need to know why.” 

“No more questions now. You try to go back to sleep.” 

Kezia sat up now and moved over to Rachael. “If they come again, 
and if they try to take your children, please, Rachael, take your children 
and go. If they ask again, go.” 

“I cannot do that. We are in this together. We must stand together.” 

“You can leave and you must. This isn’t about you and it isn’t about 
your children. This is about my uncle and me. He wants to prove he was 
right and that this is all a fad that will go away in time. Don’t let your 
little ones die. Esmira is gone and I do not mind going to my death too, 
but not you and your children. I could not stand that.” 

“If they come for me or ask me to give them up, I will. It is my 
faith too. I will gladly join Esmira and you in my Saviors’ arms. And 
my children too, I can let them go to Jesus, if they ask that of me. But 
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I cannot give up Jesus. I pray they will not ask for my children, but all 
night I knew, I knew that...” 

“No one will think less of you if you take your children home. I 
know that Jesus can forgive you.” 

Everyone jumped when they heard the sound of the key in the lock 
and the door open. 

The three guards entered and came down the stairs. They were 
not carrying food and water. Kezia’s heart bled inside her for her 
friend. Lydia carried Talya to her mother’s side and Nathanael stood 
on Rachael’s other side. Kezia instinctively moved between them and 
the guards. 

Corello unrolled a scroll. “Rachael, wife of Cleopas of Jerusalem an 
enemy of the state, step forward.” 

Rachael pushed her children behind her and stepped out. Kezia 
encircled her with her arms. “Go home,” Kezia whispered. 

“By proclamation of the governor: Will you renounce your faith in 
the man Jesus of Nazareth?” 

Rachael shook her head. “I am prepared to die for my faith. I cannot 
renounce my Savior.” 

Still reading and not looking at any of the women, Corello continued. 
“Are you prepared to give up the lives of your children for your faith?” 

Rachael sobbed deeply and collapsed into Kezia, “Take me, but I 
cannot renounce my Lord.” 

“By order of the governor, take the two little ones, called Timon 
and Talya.” 

Rachael could not believe they were serious. “Not my babies!” 
Marcellus and Benito came and pulled the children from their mother’s 
arms. “No, please, no!” 

The twins were screaming now for their mother who followed them 
up the stairs and was trying to hold their hands. Darcia followed her 
yelling at her, “What kind of a mother are you?” 

“Be brave my children! Just think about Jesus!” 

When Marcellus went through the door, he pushed Rachael and 
she fell down the stairs. Lydia and Kezia went to her. Lydia looked up 
at Corello. 

“How can you do this, they are just babies!” Lydia was crying. 
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Corello held out the paper, “This is a writ from the governor and 
the High Priest.” 

Lydia jumped up and grabbed the paper from his hand and tore it 
up and threw the pieces. “You should be ashamed. Take me instead of 
them. I understand why I am here. They aren’t part of this.” 

Corello turned and started up the stairs. Lydia took hold of his arm 
begging, “Do not do this thing!” Corello pulled her hands off him. She 
cried and begged him again holding on to his arm, “Please, they are 
just little babies . . .” 

Corello turned on her, “Beg your Jesus for help. I’m just doing 
my job.” He extracted his arm from her and threw her to the ground. 
Rachael and Kezia both surrounded Lydia. All three of them were 
crying. 

Rachael looked out and choked out a prayer, “Please, Lord Jesus, 
take their little souls quickly to your bosom.” 

Darcia spat. “It will not be quick you know.” 

Nathanael had been watching all that had happened to his brother 
and sister. He was horrified by what he saw yesterday and today. He 
knew that he was next. He lost control of himself and went to his 
mother and began pummeling her with his fists. Rachael was so shocked 
by this, that she just turned and looked at him as he hit her. “Why 
did you let them take my bother and sister? You could stop them! You 
promised we would always be together. You lied to us! I hate you! I hate 
this place! I hate the Romans! I hate Jesus!” 

Rachael came out of her shock and tried to get a hold of Nathanael 
but he was too out of control. “Nathanael, please, stop!” 

“You killed them! I hate you! I hate Jesus!” 

“Don’t say that, Nathanael! Please, please,” but she could not get 
control of him. 

Lydia got behind her brother and gathered him in her arms. 
“Nathanael! Nathanael! ’ll take him, Mother. Nathanael, please listen 
to me.” She pulled him away from his mother and Kezia put her arms 
around Rachael and the two of them collapsed to the ground sobbing. 

“T hate her!” Lydia would not let go of him and led him to the 
window. ; 

Darcia shuffled over to the women and leaned over them. “Do you 


know what will happen?” Rachael and Lydia looked up at her. “Do you 
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know how they kill the little ones? They tie sheep wool around their 
bodies and then set hungry wolves on them.” 

“No, don’t say that!” 

“It's quick for the tiny children. But older ones--like yours--last 
~ longer. Some think it sport. But like most Roman games, it’s sick and 
perverted.” 

“Please . . .” Rachael shook her head and covered her ears. Kezia 
begged the old woman with her eyes and a shake of her head to stop 
this discourse. 

She continued anyway, “Now older boys like him . . .” she pointed 
to Nathanael, “They take to Rome to be the Emperor’s playthings.” 

“I don’t want to hear this, please...” 

“I can only imagine what they would do with a pretty thing like 
Lydia.” 

Rachael looked at her as if she were looking at a monster. “How 
can you?” Suddenly the grief and the words of Darcia collided inside of 
Rachael and she got up suddenly, ran to the corner they used for waste 
and vomited. 

Kezia went to her friend and spoke over her shoulder, “Leave her 
alone, haven’t the Roman’s done enough? Must you add to her grief?” 
She stood and held Rachael as she vomited until she was dry heaving. 

Darcia crawled back to her corner mumbling, “Nothing is worth 
alletitat¢ 

Kezia got the pitcher and wet the corner of her shawl and cleaned 
up Rachael’s face. 

Over near the window Lydia was talking quietly to her brother 
trying to calm him down. She understood why he was upset. She hurt 
so badly in her stomach and she thought her heart would break. But 
she needed to help her brother. Tears lined her beautiful blue eyes and 
ran down her face. “We have to be strong right now, Nathanael. We 
have to stick together. Remember how the Apostle John when he spoke 
at our worship, said love was the most important thing we had? Love is 
so strong.” Nathanael nodded sulkily. He had liked the Apostle John. 
“Love is like the rose bush there in the courtyard. Do you see it? Its 
will to live is strong because it loves the sunlight. So it tries to catch 
all it.can while the sun is high. And its color reminds us of the blood 
Jesus shed for us so we can someday live with Him. But we need to love 
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Him. I know you didn’t mean it when you said those things, you were 
hurt and angry.” 

“But I love Timon and Talya more. Why do they have to die?” 

“I know. I love them too. And I wish they were still with us.” And 
then all the anger in the boy turned into tears and he and Lydia held 
each other and cried together for the brother and sister they loved. 

Kezia helped Rachael to the place where just minutes ago she had 
been nestled with her twins. Rachael sat with her back to the wall and 
sighed deeply. So fast they had been taken she had not kissed them or 
said all the things she had wanted to tell them. “Darcia must think | 
am heartless. She doesn’t understand what is happening to us. You and 
I we need to be strong in our faith so that we are an example to our 
children and the world. If I bent or wavered in my faith, what could 
my children believe in? I know that you wanted me to take them from 
here. But I sincerely believe that they are better dead, than to be alive, 
and because of me lost for eternity. 

“Dead or lost, they are still gone,” shouted Darcia. 

“T will pray that you will understand and someday...” 

Darcia spat, “I do not need your prayers.” 

Lydia brought her brother over to where Kezia and Rachael were 
commiserating. “Go on Nathanael.” She nudged him toward his mother. 

Nathanael spoke reluctantly. “Lydia says I should apologize.” 

“T understand, Nathanael.” 

Nathanael continued, “I was wrong to strike you. You are only a 
woman. Father always said a man should not strike a woman. So, I am 
sorry.” 

Rachael reached up to her remaining son, “I accept your apology, 
Nathanael. You were angry and upset, scared and hurt. We all are.” 

But then Nathanael puckered his mouth, “But I do not take back 
what I said and I’m not sorry for it either! | meant every word.” 

Lydia was shocked, she was sure that her brother understood he was 
to apologize for all that he had said. “Do not speak like that to your 
Mother, Nathanael.” She again tried to calm him, but he was not to 
be calmed. 

“Leave me alone. I hate... I hate...” He cduld not finish his 
thought but instead ran to the top of the stairs and began beating on 
the door. 
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Rachael collapsed against Kezia and the two women cried together 
for the loss of their children. 


a 


Nicodemus was feeling in good spirits as he walked the road to 
Bethany. He sang a merry tune as he walked and kept time with the 
tapping of his walking stick. He saw the young person walking toward 
him from a ways off. The youth was carrying a basket of things and 
an empty jug. He was a fellow traveler on the road today. Only he was 
going to Jerusalem from either Bethany or Bethlehem. They both were 
to the south of Jerusalem. As the individual drew near to Nicodemus, 
he realized it was not a young person, but an older man who was just 
very short. Soon they drew near to one another and both nodded to the 
other and continued on their way. 

Nicodemus began to sing again and then stopped in mid note. 
Hadn't Shua said that his father was very short? But this man was too 
old to have a child of Shua’s age. But he had called the man Zaccheus 
and Nicodemus had remembered that the short tax collector in the 
south end of Jerusalem was short and of the same name. Could it be 
the same man? 

Nicodemus turned and looked at the departing figure. Well, if it was 
not the right man what was he out? A few minutes of time were nothing. 
“Zaccheus!” he called out. The man turned. “Are you Zaccheus?” 

The man took a few steps toward him. “Do I know you?” 

“Are you Zaccheus, an innkeeper in Bethany?” Nicodemus was very 
excited. He may have found Shua’s father. 

“Yes, Iam that man. Why do you ask?” 

Nicodemus smiled broadly, “Because, my friend, I have your son 
at my home.” 

Zaccheus could hardly believe his ears. “You... you are Nicodemus, 
you have my son?” 

“Yes, a nice little boy, about this high, named Shua, actually, Yeshua 
after the prophet.” 

Zaccheus nearly fell upon the road. He grabbed this man by the 
wrists and jumped up and down. “You have my son! You have my son!” 
Between tears, sobs and shouts of joy Zaccheus praised his Lord and 
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Savior. Nicodemus, a man of great feelings laughed and cried with him. 
It was good that the road that early in the day was deserted for anyone 
coming along would have thought the two men were mad. 

When Zaccheus could control himself enough to think, the men 
talked a few minutes about how Shua came to be with Nicodemus. And 
then they decided to go on to Jerusalem. As excited as Zaccheus was to 
see his son, he also felt his obligation to the women and children in the 
prison. Knowing that his son was safe, he asked Nicodemus to walk 
with him to the garrison first and then to the home of Nicodemus and 
Hasmic to claim his son. 

Even though he had left the house hopeful, but concerned over 
Mydia, Zaccheus was now beside himself with joy. Nothing could 
possibly change how he felt this moment. It was as though a huge weight 
had been lifted from his shoulders. He determined to hurry through 
this task of love and responsibility so he could see his son. 

The two men walked amiably up to Jerusalem. Zaccheus thinking 
how often of late he had made this trip and this time he would take 
his son home. Nicodemus shared with Zaccheus the adventures that he 
and Shua had already had trying to find him. They stopped to fill the 
jug with water and then went to the prison window. Zaccheus pushed 
the rose bush aside, trying not to hurt the blooms that were forming. 
He listened a moment to see if the guards were in the prison. What he 
heard was weeping. He was pretty sure that no guards were there so he 
called softly, “Kezia, ‘Delia, I’m here.” 

It took much longer than usual for someone to come to the window 
and it was Lydia. She looked up at him and smiled a bewildered sort of 
smile. “Oh, Master Zaccheus you've come.” 

“Shalom, Lydia dear. Where is everyone? What’s wrong with you?” 

Lydia looked on the verge of tears, actually she had been crying 
and seemed to be ready to start again. She looked over her shoulder 
and knew that the older women were still sitting together in tears. She 
looked up at Zaccheus. “The guards came yesterday. They took Kezia’s 
child because she would not renounce Jesus.” 

Zaccheus had been kneeling by the window, but this news set him 
backwards on his heels. He felt as if someone had punched him. Kezia’s 
Esmira had been taken. He knew in his heart she was probably dead. 
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Nicodemus who was waiting in the shade nearby wondered what had 
happened that Zaccheus looked so shaken. 

Then Lydia spoke again, “But at least ‘Delia is safe. I’m surprised 
she did not tell you.” 

“How could she tell me anything? What do you mean, Child?” 

“When they tried to take Jude from Delia, she... she,” Lydia was 
having trouble saying it, “she did as they asked and she and Jude were 
allowed to leave. We all thought she was home with you by now.” Panic 
struck Zaccheus. “Didn't she come home?” he heard Lydia ask him. 

“Maybe she, maybe she...” What? Why hadn’t she come home? “She 
left here yesterday?” he asked. 

“They came for the babies after you were here. It was awful.” 

“How is Kezia?” asked Zaccheus afraid of the answer. 

Lydia looked back at her mother and Kezia against the wall. “She 
fainted yesterday, and today, earlier she told mother to take us all and 
leave. But mother said that her faith was going to stand no matter what.” 

“Maybe you won't need to decide. Maybe Caiaphas or whoever will 
see that it is not working and let you go.” 

Lydia began to cry again and managed to say that the twins had 
been taken this morning. By now Zaccheus was using the building 
to hold himself up. Nicodemus watching was becoming even more 
concerned. His new friend started to pass in the food and things he had 
brought and pour the water through the bars. 

Then he started to rise and turned back. “Lydia, tell your mother 
and Kezia how badly I feel for them and for you. But tell them that God 
is also good. We have found Shua.” 

Lydia did smile at this news and said good bye. 

Zaccheus came back to his new friend and Nicodemus knew that 
something awful had happened. So he guided Zaccheus to a diner and 
bought each of them a drink of hot tea and asked if he could help in 
some way. 

For a long time Zaccheus sat with the drink untouched before him. 
Then he began to explain to Nicodemus what had happened in the 
prison yesterday and today. He told of his relationship to the women 
and the children. He spoke of his almost unbearable sorrow at the loss 
of Esmira. All four of the innkeepers considered her their grandchild. 
He told of his worry about Fidelia not coming back to the inn. Where 
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else would she have to go? Although he did not know the twins very 
well, he prayed for their little souls. 

Nicodemus felt as if the weight of the world was sitting on this 
man’s small shoulders. And yet he saw such hope and faith in the man. 
But suddenly, Zaccheus’ eyes lit up. “My son! Will you take me now 
to my son?” 

The two men started for the west end of Jerusalem. They talked 
along the way and Nicodemus mentioned that he had not only found 
Shua, but that he had found another waif as well. He explained how 
it was the boys knew one another. He told his new friend that he was 
sure that Little Simon did not have a home to return to as did Shua. 
At first Nicodemus thought perhaps the boys should be kept together, 
but then the more he knew of the circumstances right now at the inn 
in Bethany, he was not so sure that was a good idea. Nicodemus knew 
how much Hasmic loved little boys and so he was going to suggest to 
her that they raise the orphan as their own. 

Zaccheus agreed with him that it might be best for the second child 
to remain with them. What with Mydia ill, and ‘Delia missing now, 
and Kezia in graver danger than they knew... well another small child 
would be inconvenient right now. 

The longer they walked, the more Zaccheus hurried. Nicodemus 
had to quicken his pace to keep up. He knew how much getting there 
meant to Zaccheus. They turned down some side roads and turned a 
few more corners and Zaccheus admitted that it might have taken him 
days to find Nicodemus. 

It was a beautiful home: whitewashed stone with a red tile roof. It 
was built in the typical fashion, the rooms in a square about a courtyard 
that was open to the sky. Part of the outside edge was a balcony that you 
could walk on to the see the city. Part of the inside was a balustraded 
walk that looked into the garden courtyard. The door they entered 
went under the upper walk. Min greeted them at the door and brought 
water for her master and Zaccheus to wash the dust from their feet. She 
pointed out that the boys had had a noon meal and were now sleeping 
in the improvised tent taking an afternoon nap. Zaccheus could see the 
tousled hair of his son next to the head of the other little boy. As much 
as he wanted to wake him, he let him sleep. He was safe, that was the 
important part. 
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Min then brought a plate of cakes and fruits and cups of fruit juice 
to her master and his friend. Nicodemus wanted to introduce Zaccheus 
to Hasmic, but she was still napping as well. Although Zaccheus visited 
and made conversation, his eyes never left the sleeping figure of his son. 
~ Although there were days that his hope had diminished that he would 
ever find his son, his faith in God and His love had not faltered. And 
here was proof again that God answers prayers, for he and his family 
had prayed hard for their son’s return. 

Hasmic joined the two men a little while later. She was pleased to 
meet Zaccheus and more pleased that he had been found. She told him 
what a fine son he had and how polite and well mannered he was. She 
also told him there was no doubt it was his son, he looked very much 
like him. 

Zaccheus did joke that from Shua’s birth everyone had hoped he 
had his father’s good looks and his mother’s stature. But he did add that 
he thought his wife the comeliest of women and that if the boy had had 
her features he would still be a handsome man. 

Shua could hear the bees in the courtyard humming away as they 
collected nectar. He could hear the beautiful sound of Hasmic’s voice 
laugh and ask if anyone needed something more. He had not opened 
his eyes yet, but he knew it was still bright with light in the courtyard. 
Then he heard a voice that sounded so much like his father’s that it 
made his eyes pop open. Had his friend Nicodemus found his father and 
brought him here? Was it possible he was back so soon? He rolled over 
and looked to the other end of the courtyard. There was his father sitting 
on cushions with Hasmic and Nicodemus. He could hardly believe his 
eyes. He crawled out from the tent and ran to his father and landed on 
him so that both of them nearly rolled off the cushions. “Abba! Abba!” 

“Shua, my little Shua!” And he held his son so tight. He would never 
take his being around for granted again. They were both crying and 
laughing and rejoicing. Hasmic and Nicodemus were crying. 

The noise had awakened Little Simon from his nap. He rolled over 
and watched the family reunion. It made him feel funny in his insides. 
He knew that no one was looking for him and no one cared where he 
was like Shua’s father had. 

Nicodemus explained that after lunch, at his age, he needed a nap. 
Even though this was not lunch, he still needed a nap from his long 
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walk. So he excused himself. Min and Hasmic began to clear the things 
away and a smiling and giggling Shua encouraged his father to come 
and play in the courtyard with the toys. Shua at first would not let go of 
his Abba. That was fine with Zaccheus for he wanted to feel the touch 
of his son after all the weeks of searching for him. 


foe € 


At about mid-afternoon the door was again unlocked. Corello 
entered carrying a basket of food and the jug of water. He looked 
down on the prisoners who were left. Lydia and her brother were by the 
window. The two women were together by the wall. He knew that the 
old woman was in her corner in the dark. 

He came down the stairs and took bread to the women first. He 
said nothing but handed them the jug and some of the bread. “Here 
old woman,” he called as he took Darcia some of the food. He held out 
some to Nathanael who grabbed it and pushed passed him to the steps. 

Before he gave the food to Lydia he stood looking at her, even in 
this place she was a pretty girl. He could not believe how blue her eyes 
were. And her black curly hair set off her oval face. He smiled at her and 
she smiled. She had a dimple. Corello handed her some bread. She said 
a quick blessing and took a bite and said, “Thank you.” 

“Why are you doing this? Why do you let us take your children, 
your brother and sister?” 

“We are here because we love Jesus. He died on a cross for us. This 
is nothing compared to that.” 

“But the man died.” 

“Yes, but He also rose, and now He is with God.” 

“But why do you stay here? What did He do besides die on a cross? 
Did he save your brother and sister?” 

“Yes, their little souls.” She hesitated for a moment. Then she shook 
her head trying to think of just the right words. 

“What are you thinking?” 

“Before my father was my father, when I was much younger, he was 
healed by Jesus.” i 


“Do you really believe that is true? Are you sure it was not some 


kind of a trick?” 
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“My Abba was born with no fingers on his hand, they were just 
nubs. He had a claw like thumb. But he could still whittle wood and 
he made me a dreidel. The day that he gave it to me, was the day he met 
my mother. We were there on the hill outside of Jerusalem to hear Jesus 
_ speak. So I asked Jesus if He would heal my new friend’s hand. And He 
did. I saw him do it. Then a few months later the man Cleopas married 
my mother. He is the father of Nathanael and the twins. So Jesus gave 
my friend a good hand and then I got a new Poppa.” 

“Where is he, your father?” 

“He is on a mission trip with Kezia’s husband.” 

“Why hasn’t he come to you?” 

“He will, but in the meantime God is with him.” Lydia said these 
words with knowledge in her heart that they were true. 

“Or he is with your God.” Corello said these words before he had 
time to think about them. 

Lydia did not bat an eye. She looked at him and with the same faith 
said, “Either way I am content.” And Corello knew that she was. He 
had not seen this kind of faith before. It intrigued him but he did not 
know why. 

Before he left the cell, Corello begged her one more time to convince 
the others to leave if given the chance. Her answer was that he, a 
Roman, would never be able to understand. 

When he had left Nathanael came to her, “Why did you let him 
talk to you like that after he did what he did?’ 

“How else can we go out and make disciples of all nations if we 
do not talk to the very people who most desperately need God’s love? 
Corello is a sinful man but Jesus came to save the sinner. Paul told 
Barthemaus’ father Amos that he, Paul, was the foremost sinner that 
Jesus died for. Bartemaus’ father, Amos, helped the priests convict and 
crucify Jesus. But Jesus forgave him. Don’t you think Jesus could forgive 
even the Pharisee? Or Caiaphas? Or even the Romans?” 

Nathanael turned his back on her and went to the window to feed 
Nebbish. Even the little mouse did not lift his spirits. 
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When Nicodemus came out of his chamber from his nap he found 
Zaccheus and the two boys in the courtyard and all three of them were 
soaked from playing with the wooden boats in the pond. He heard the 
merriment and smiled broadly at what he saw. He had reunited a son 
and his father. He thanked the Lord that he had trusted the lad and not 
left him on the street. It made his stomach hurt to think he might have 
sent the boy away and this father would still be searching the streets of 
Jerusalem for his child. He watched the small boy Simon and saw him 
smile and then laugh at their game. He wondered if he had ever really 
laughed and played before. He had been on his own or with the gang 
so much of his young life. Nicodemus promised himself that he would 
be sure that Little Simon had the opportunity to laugh and smile often. 

Hasmic came to his side and watched also. She chuckled at the 
doings in the courtyard. She told him that dinner would be ready soon 
and maybe he should get the three boys dried off and ready to eat. 
Nicodemus turned to her and asked, “What three boys?” But when she 
raised an eyebrow he said, “Oh, those three boys.” 

Dinner was a fancier affair than usual for they had more company 
than usual in the home. Min had supervised the cooking of a lamb 
rubbed in garlic, she herself had made a mint sauce, and there were date 
and fig cakes with honey drizzle. 

At dinner, Shua kept leaning on his father and Zaccheus would put 
his arm protectively about the boy’s shoulder. Little Simon knew that 
Shua would be going home to Bethany in the morning. This made him 
very sad because he had never had a friend before. And he was not sure 
what was going to happen to him. 

“Well,” began Nicodemus, “what time shall I have Min wake you 
in the morning? I am sure that your wife, Onnua, is missing you and 
also will be anxious to see her son.” 

“I think day break will be fine. If I might impose upon you,” 
Zaccheus asked, “before I begin the walk home, I should stop at the 
prison with supplies. The women depend on the extras we bring them. 
Would you have some leftovers from this dinner that we could put in 
my basket for them? A dinner that was fit for a king I might add.” 

“Friend Zaccheus, I had already instructed Min to fill your basket 
for your loved ones in the hands of Rome. It will be ready when you 
are ready to leave.” 
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“Thank you. You have been too kind to us.” 

“I have done what our Lord would expect of us. But now, we must 
talk about Little Simon. What shall we do about Little Simon?” he 
teased. 

Shua looked surprised by this question. “I thought we were taking 
him home with us, Abba.” 

Zaccheus held his son closer and sighed. “If this were any other 
time than now, that might be possible. Shua, my son, things have been 
in upheaval at the inn because you were missing and Kezia and ‘Delia 
were in the prison. Now, “Delia is missing. She was released from the 
prison with Jude, but she has not come home. Mydia has been making 
the trips up here to bring food to the women and children, and I was 
looking for you daily. Now Mydia is ill.” He did not tell his son that 
Esmira and the twins had been taken and presumably killed. “So, as 
much as we would love to take your little friend home, it is just not a 
good idea now.” 

A tear slid down Little Simon’s face. He had assumed, as Shua had, 
that they would be together. 

Hasmic saw this and poked her husband. “Little Simon, my wife 
and I want you to stay with us. It has been too long since there was a 
little boy in this house making noise, getting wet and dirty, skinning 
knees and asking too many questions. So, if you would like to stay 
here with us, on the condition that we go and visit Shua regularly, we 
would like you to be our son.” This caused a great deal more tears and 
then there was hugging and kissing and general good cheer. And finally 
Nicodemus took out his flute and played for the assembled family and 
friends. 

When they fell asleep Min put the boys to bed and later showed 
Zaccheus to a guest room. Zaccheus prayed long into the night thanking 
God for the safe return of his son. He prayed also for the loss of Esmira, 
the safety of ‘Delia and Jude, for the souls of the twins. And as he prayed 
bittersweet tears of joy and sorrow ran out of the corners of his eyes and 


wet his pillow. 
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When Zaccheus did not come home in time for dinner Onnua was 
worried. When it was time to lock the gate, she was very concerned. 
But then she decided that it was good news that was keeping him. As 
she went to check on Mydia one last time she asked Hiram to lock up 
for the night. Mydia was sleeping soundly and so Onnua was going to 
bed. As she moved from Mydia’s room to her own, she heard voices in 
the great room. She peeked in there and was stunned and overjoyed by 
what she saw. Amos and Eunice were at the inn. 

The runner looking for Cleopas and Bartemaus had stopped in 
Jericho and told them what had happened and they had come as soon as 
they could arrange transportation. The two friends fell into each other's 
arms crying. Hiram got drinks and food for everyone and water for their 
guest’s feet. He then excused himself to go and prepare a chamber for 
them. When this was finished he went to his wife’s bedside. 


Chapter Cwelve 


| n the night, when everyone was asleep, Nathanael crept to the top of 
the stairs and leaned against the door. He had a plan and being here 
was part of it. He was going to get out of here before they came for him. 

Kezia woke to the dripping sound again. She only heard it in the 
wee quiet hours anymore. She had been here long enough that she did 
not notice it at other times. Now that someone brought them extra 
water daily, she was less aware of her thirst. She did not stir. She did 
not open her eyes. She dreamed that she was home, not home with 
Bartemaus, but home with her pretend Grandmother Bernice. She was 
snuggled against her and she was telling Kezia a story. But she could 
not hear the story. What was she hearing? 

“... Lord, I do thank you for the few short years you gave me with 
my babies. They were trying, but they were good children. There was 
so much of their Father in Timon.” 

Kezia could hear a stirring in Darcia’s corner. Wasn’t this all hard 
enough? Why did they have to have Darcia here to make it harder? 

“Timon was always asking questions and finding out things. But 
Talya was more like my Father: direct, honest. It felt yesterday as if I 
were losing my Father all over again. Comfort them in your arms, dear 
Jesus, until I can come to them.” 

Kezia heard Lydia move. It sounded like she was snuggling against 
her mother. Suddenly Kezia’s arms felt so empty. 

“Mother, tell me they are with Jesus.” Kezia heard Lydia ask softly. 

“I have no doubt. That was His promise.” 

Kezia smiled with a bittersweet ache in her heart. She hugged herself 
with empty arms. She knew that Esmira was with Jesus too and though 
she missed her terribly, it gave her peace. Before she could think more 
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of it, an expletive exploded from the corner. “And you will land in Hell 
for what you have done. If there is a Hell worse than this place.” 

Rachael sighed and started to cry. Lydia held her closer, “Don't 
Mother, she doesn’t understand.” Lydia got up, straightened her tunic 
and marched over to the dark corner where Darcia lived. She looked 
down at her. “You do not know how wrong you are, Darcia.” 

Darcia did not back down, “This is a hard world we live in. I learned 
that when I was half your age. We live in Hell right here and now. No 
devil could make a worse one. And your prayers are not going to make 
it go away. The Romans seem to have a god for everything. But those 
gods must only hear the prayers of the wealthy. They never listened to 
mine.” Lydia could see her in the faint morning light in the window. 
She was twisting the end of the tattered shawl she wore. 

“You are wrong about the Lord. If only you could see. . .” 

“You are a naive child. But that won't last long, once they get their 
hands on you.” 

Rachael sat up and called to her daughter. “Lydia...” 

Lydia moved away from Darcia and said, “I will still pray for you.” 

Everyone jumped when the key turned in the lock. Kezia thought it 
was awfully early for the food delivery. Or was it later than she thought 
and being here was changing her ability to be up with the sun. 

Nathanael got to his feet, tense and ready. Corello entered the cell 
with bread and a jug of water. He was not expecting someone to be 
right behind the door and when Nathanael kicked him in the shins 
and pushed past him and ran out the door, he was very surprised. The 
bread went flying and the jug fell and began to spill. Lydia ran to the 
steps and reached up to rescue the water jug from emptying. 

Darcia was laughing and yelling, “Run, Boy, run!” 

“Come back here!” hollered Corello as he and Marcellus gave chase. 

“Nathanael!” Rachael was horrified by this move. 

It was not but a moment and Marcellus was dragging the child back 
to the prison. But he was not coming easily. He was struggling and 
kicking and shouting to be let alone. 

“Nathanael! Nathanael! Stop it!” called his mother. 

“Kick him one for me!” encouraged Darcia. Nathanael obliged. 

“Stop it! Nathanael! Listen to me!” 
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Suddenly Marcellus slapped the boy hard in the face. The force of 
the blow sent him sprawling from the top of the stairs to the floor of 
the prison. He stopped moving. Rachael and Kezia ran to the boy and 

gathered him in their arms between them. 
. “You animal!” shrieked Darcia. 

Lydia looked up, not at Marcellus but at Corello who was obviously 
the leader. She could not believe what she had just seen. “How can you 
do this?” She pointed down at Nathanael’s prostrate body. “Does your 
government pay you enough for that? How do you live with yourself?” 

Corello stepped forward. “Do you think I like this? I became a 
soldier to fight men, not kill women and children. You people should 
just bow to Caesar. What good is your Messiah? What good is that cross 
your friend wears? Did it save the little children? Will it save you?” He 
began to exit. He stopped and turned back to Lydia, “Marcellus should 
not have hit the boy. I'll speak to him. But... look: when he wakes up 
tell him to behave and that will not have to happen again.” Corello left 
the prison, slammed the door and locked it. 

Lydia looked for the food to split between those who were left and 
could not find it. Her mother, realizing she was looking for it, nodded 
silently toward Darcia’s corner. In the fracas, Darcia had taken and 
eaten all the food. 

Kezia tore off a part of her garment, dipped it in the cool water and 
put that over Nathanael’s eye that was already starting to swell. 

Lydia did find one little crumb of bread near the base of the stairs. 
She picked it up and took it the window. She placed it on the ledge and 
waited. It was not long before the little mouse came out to smell the 
bread. She picked it up and looked at Lydia. She backed up a step but 
did not run. “Good morning Nebbish. Eat your bread. You will see 
Nathanael later. Go ahead, eat.” 

But Nebbish just eyed the girl. Finally she just popped the crumb 
in her mouth and ran back to her den. 

Lydia stood there at the window looking at the roses. She prayed 
and cried and prayed some more. She was there when Zaccheus looked 
about the corner of the window. Her warm smile touched his heart. 
“You're here early today.” 

“I was with Nicodemus last evening. Look who is with me.” 
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Shua peeked around the corner. “Shalom, Lydia. Where is 
Nathanael?” 

Lydia looked over her shoulder. Nathanael was still out cold and 
in his mother’s lap. “It’s so early yet, he isn’t up.” The she added, “He's 
sleeping still.” She realized she did not have to add that last part. 

“Then we won't stay long, here’s some food that Hasmic sent for 
you. I want to get Shua home to his mother.” 

“T'll say a prayer of thanks. We have all prayed that you would find 
him.” 

Kezia came up behind Lydia. She too smiled to see Shua. She had 
blamed herself that he had been lost. But now that she knew what was 
happening here in the prison, she thanked the Lord that Shua had been 
spared. It was possible he could be dead like the others by now. “How 
is my mother?” 

Zaccheus hated to lie to this dear girl but he did. “She was asleep 
when I left yesterday morning. I know she wants to come but... well, 
when she gets better.” 

“Send everyone our love.” 

“Kezia, we... I'm... I don’t know what to say about Esmira. I’m 
sorry.” Kezia just nodded and left the window. 


Shua wanted to run all the way home. He could hardly wait to tell 
his mother about the new friend he had made. After they had gone a 
little ways from the city gate, Shua turned and looked at it. Yes, this 
was the view he remembered. His father asked him about what he 
was looking at. Shua explained to him how he and Nicodemus were 
trying to find them. Zaccheus realized there would probably be lots of 
explanations about where he had been and what he was doing all the 
days he was missing. In the mean time they were going home. 

They were bringing happy news: a lost son found. But they also 
brought sad news from the prison. All in good time thought Zaccheus 
pulling his son closer as they walked. 

When they reached the outskirts of Bethany Shua begged that it 
would be faster to walk down by the stream and around the village. The 
closer he got the more he wanted to see his mother. He kept an eye out 
for his friend Ebbie as they walked. He really missed him. There was 
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the back door to the inn. Shua ran faster than Zaccheus up the hill and 
stood panting at the door watching his father catch up. 

Zaccheus opened the door quietly and looked into the kitchen. 
_ Onnua’s back was to the door and she was working on something. 

Often when she was alone she would sing to herself. But she was not 
singing. He knew why. There was too much sadness in the house with 
Shua missing and the women in the prison and now Mydia ill. He put 
a finger to his lips and placed Shua between him and his wife. Then he 
nodded and Shua called, “Mother.” 

The knife clattered to the floor and Onnua froze. Her heart beat 
sped up. She turned slowly and when she saw her son, whole and there 
in front of her, she began to cry and then to hold him and then to hold 
him and his father and to cry some more. 

The noon meal had already been served and Hiram was cleaning 
the great rooms. But Onnua insisted that her boys should have food, 
so she prepared things for them. Then Hiram found them and rejoiced 
and Eunice up from a nap heard the commotion and came too to the 
kitchen and rejoiced with her friend that Shua was safe. 

It was while they were all in the great room eating and drinking 
and talking and hearing the story of the finding of Shua again and 
Shua’s story of where he had been that someone asked how the girls 
were. Zaccheus went silent. He hated to spoil this time with the words 
he must share with them. 

Zaccheus sudden silence told everyone more than they wanted 
to know, but must know. They all encouraged him to say what was 
necessary. But somehow he could not in front of his son. “Why don’t 
you go down to Ebbie’s house and see if he wants to play for awhile,” 
he suggested to Shua. Shua, who had lived with adults most of his life 
knew when they wanted to talk adult talk. And he was eager to see his 
friend, so he went with instructions to be home by evening meal. 

When he had gone Zaccheus began with the twins having been 
taken, and presumed dead. No one in this room was directly related to 
them. The women were stoic thinking about who might be next, not 
knowing the truth yet. Amos was outraged that his uncle was capable 
of such an act. Then Zaccheus told them, that when given the choice, 
‘Delia had taken Jude and left the prison. This statement was followed 
by questions about where she was and why hadn't she come home. Some 
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assumed that they may have killed her anyway and was there someway 
to find out for sure. Zaccheus said that the last time he had sought 
information it had been an uncomfortable situation. But if they wanted 
him to, he would try again. Maybe he could talk to an authority. Amos 
reluctantly said he could talk to his uncle. 

Eunice touched his arm gently and asked, “Could you talk to your 
uncle and stop this before it goes any farther?” 

“I know my uncle and I am afraid if he has set his course, he will 
not deviate. But I will speak to him, yes. Maybe by blood, or by family, 
I can persuade him to stop.” 

Onnua and Hiram were satisfied with this and began to stand to 
clear the table when Zaccheus stopped them. “There is one more thing. 
Esmira,” he choked, “has been taken.” 

“And is she...?” asked Onnua. 

“Lydia spoke to me. They think she is...” No one seemed able 
to say the word that hung above them all: Dead. There were three 
grandparents at the table who were in shock. There were two almost 
grandparents whose hearts were breaking. 

Hiram stood quietly, gathered his own dishes and went to the 
kitchen. From there he went out the back door and sat upon his bench 
and let the tears run down his face unchecked. So his little one, his 
Esmira, was gone. How soon would these same madmen take his 
beloved Kezia? And where was ‘Delia? Though she had always resisted 
any affection they had all wanted to give her, he loved her too. And Jude, 
he had developed a real grandfatherly relationship with the boy. Why 
didn’t they come home? His big, kind heart was breaking. How would 
he ever tell Mydia? Should Mydia even know? 


ff & 


Coming home had always been the best part of the day for Marcus 
Tiberius. His beautifully dressed and coifed wife to meet him made 
the burdens of the day fly. Watching her animated face talk about the 
day filled him with love. Her blue eyes sparkled as she spoke and the 
candlelight made her hair’s red highlights glow more brightly. No one, 
he thought, could enjoy coming home more than he did. 
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At least that is what he thought until now. When Marcus Tiberius 
came home now he found his amazing wife laughing and playing with 
the dark-eyed brown haired child she called Diana. 
| Everything was an adventure to the little girl. “Wha’s dis?” was 

her new favorite question. Navia and she would take long walks in the 
courtyard and Diana would find and see things that Navia had never 
noticed. 

Sometimes Navia would sit on the wall of the pool and Diana 
would bring her stones, leaves, sticks and bugs to look at. A small 
collection would form on the ledge next to Navia. Some things Diana 
found went into her mouth. The nasty things came right out. Diana 
learned the word “nassy” when they were unpleasant. Navia was also 
constantly pulling things out of the child’s mouth. But Navia never tired 
of watching the toddler, or helping her. 

But when Marcus Tiberius, Abba, got home there were squeals of 
delight and clumsily running feet to get to him. Then he would lift 
Diana in the air and ask how his big girl was. She would laugh and 
clap. He would kiss the child and blow a kiss on her fig birthmark. He 
would kiss his wife over the child’s head. 

At dinner and with a smile he had not seen before the child came 
here, Navia would tell him of their adventures that day. Sometimes 
Diana would show him a special treasure they had discovered and 
he would share in its magic with her. Even a rock with sparkles was 
wonderful for she had found it and was showing her Abba. 

Navia commented once that she had always wanted a son before 
she knew how much fun girls were. Watching his wife and his adopted 
daughter play together gave him such joy. He did not regret at all that 
he had made this decision. 

His wife had spent some denarii on new frocks for her daughter. The 
little girl had been used to the tunics of Israel, but she soon got used to 
the different styles worn by the Romans. It took her a little longer to get 
used to being called Diana. She tried to tell Navia that her name was 
Esmira -- Emmer. But the little girl could not pronounce it very well 
and Navia just thought she was saying Hebrew words. 

Esmira — called Diana — was especially attached to Marcus Tiberius. 
She Kad not seen her own Abba for a long time and-took to him more. 


She played happily all day with Navia but raced for the door to welcome 
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Abba home. And because Abba was a Hebrew word he was trying to 
teach the child to call him Dada. 

Navia was almost giving up trying to get the child to call her Mama. 
The child seemed to think that her mother was going to come and get 
her; so she would not call her mama. So Navia asked her servants for 
the Hebrew word for aunt and settled for that. Since Diana knew the 
word for aunt and had called Rachael and ‘Delia that; she was good 
about calling Navia that as well. 

As her familiarity with them grew, Diana would wake up early and 
toddle to her new parents’ bedroom. She would then wake them up by 
bouncing on them and giggling with glee. Navia could not bring herself 
to scold the child even if it was before the cock crowed. 

And little Diana would always cry like her heart was breaking when 
her Abba, Marcus Tiberius, left for the citadel. So Navia devised ways to 
keep the toddler busy to distract her at just that time. It did not always 
work and then the tears would come. So then Navia would need to calm 
her child. She promised her that it would not be long and Dada would 
be back. It had only taken a few days for Navia to think of Esmira as 
her own child Diana. 

The Hebrew servants at the house of Marcus Tiberius were smiling 
to themselves that these two Roman people, whom they had learned to 
love, were happy because they loved a Jewish girl. 


ff ¢£ 


Kezia woke clutching the cross that the soldier had made. He had 
wanted her to spit on it and crush it. She had kissed it instead. She had 
used the cord from her hair to hang it about her neck. Now, instead of 
holding Esmira at night, she held it. It gave her comfort but it did not 
fill her empty heart. Esmira was gone. 

She heard the dripping. It was not so bothersome now that someone 
brought water to them daily. She heard the coughing. They had all had 
sniffles and coughs since being here. She heard Nathanael snoring on 
the steps where he had slept the last few nights. It was,futile of him to try 
to escape. There were just too many guards. The bruise that Marcellus 
gave him was going away. 
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Kezia prayed silently as she had from the beginning. But since 
Esmira had been taken she found it harder to say real words. It was hard 
to form whole sentences. She often prayed for God to help them and 
_ protect them and to be with little Esmira until Kezia herself could join 

the child in death and new life. She would not envy Rachael’s ability 
to still form prayers out loud. She admired her for it. In fact she loved 
hearing her pray in the quiet of the morning. 

It had been several days since any edicts had come for the women 
and children who were left. Kezia knew that her uncle was playing a 
waiting game with them. They were to think about the fact that each 
of the women had lost their youngest. 

Odd too, thought Kezia, how often Corello came to their cell. He 
personally brought their bread. He always made sure that Lydia got a 
nice piece and then he would stay and talk to her. Kezia knew that Lydia 
was telling him about the Lord. 

Kezia could always tell when Rachael woke for her breathing pattern 
changed and she would stir about and then she would pray. 

Rachael began praying softly, “I know that in the next few days I 
shall lose Lydia and Nathanael. But they will be gone from me only 
until I join them. Protect Lydia from disgrace. Soften Nathanael’s heart 
to love You again. I fear so for his soul. Lord Jesus, it is hard enough to 
lose my children, but must You allow Darcia to try me so? I am sorry, 
Lord, my prayer should be that You will give me patience to love her 
and I claim her soul for You. And I do Lord, want to claim her soul for 
your Kingdom. So help me be a testament to her. Wherever my beloved 
Cleopas is, look down on him with your love. Keep him safe. If it were 
not for You and Your precious name, | could not bear this. Thank you, 
Jesus, for coming into our lives. Watch over Kezia, I know how awful 
this is for her as well. Bring our husbands home to us soon. For all you 
are, thank you, Jesus, thank you.” 

Kezia could hear the shuffling sound of Darcia’s bare feet moving 
toward Rachael. Kezia could hear the old woman moaning as she 
squatted next to Rachael. 

“I was young once. My father beat us. He beat on my mother too. 
He had friends. My father gave my sister and me to them. We were all 
just things to him. Things to be used. He died, but not soon enough. 
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So, even as a young child I did what I had to do to support us. I had a 
life before this place, but...” 

Kezia felt as though there was more too that Darcia did not say. 

“.. lam here for a lousy crust of bread. But, then, the crust of bread 
is what I was caught for. You, you don’t even have to be here. Just tell 
them what they want to hear and they will let you go. It won't bring 
back the little ones but you and these will still be alive. You don't have 
to be here,” Darcia repeated. 

“Darcia, please, don’t ask me to do what I cannot. I cannot lie to 
save my life and lose my soul.” 

Darcia snarled at her, “Have it your way. Something sure addled 
her brains,” she mumbled to herself as she moved to return to her space. 

Lydia had been sleeping snuggled up against her mother. She began 
to stir and spoke, “I love to hear you praying, Mother. It sends the chill 
away and helps me face the day. I didn’t want to stir or open my eyes 
because somehow I imagined that we were home and I was resting on 
my own pallet. But we are here and nothing has changed. 

“Yes, my child, we are still here. We are still a witness for our Savior. 
Now, go comb out your hair by the window and I shall plait it for you.” 

Lydia got up and relieved herself in the corner reserved for that. 
Then she went to the window and used her fingers to comb out her 
hair. It was still curly, but not washing it and sleeping on it in this 
dungeon made it all stick together. She and her mother had tried to be 
diligent about combing out their hair every day, but it was becoming 
more difficult. 

Rachael got up and took care of her morning business and went and 
sat on the steps near Nathanael. “Nathanael, honey, it is morning. It is 
time for you to wake up. Come on, wake up.” 

Nathanael began to stretch and yawn. He touched the huge bruise 
on his face. “I feel stiff.” 

“You are the one who chooses to sleep on the steps,” chided his 
mother trying to straighten his hair. 

“Mother, when the guards come for me, will you let them take me?” 

“I am hardly strong enough to stop them.” ‘ 

“Darcia says you can stop them if you give them what they want. 
What is a renounce? Is that what they want?” Nathanael looked at his 
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mother with eyes that looked so much like his father Cleopas. He did 
not blink. 

Rachael's heart was breaking thinking about losing this child who 
_ was so like his father. “Renounce is not a thing, dear. It means to say 
you really do not love something when you do.” 

Nathanael thought about that for a moment. “Like when I said I 
hated you when they took Timon and Talya?” he asked thoughtfully. 

“Something like that. Do you understand it better now? Do you 
still hate me? It would make me very sad if you did?” 

“Well, I did then. But I guess I do not any more.” 

“Tam glad. It would make me very sad if you hated me; because I 
love you so much.” Rachael tried to hug her son, but at his age he was 
starting to avoid that. But this time he hugged her and told her he loved 
her. 

“And I love you, too.” Rachael realized she was holding on very tight 
to her son. She missed Cleopas so much. 

“But who do they want you to not love anymore? Is it Jesus?” 

“Yes, Our Savior, Jesus. He died for us because He loves us.” 

“Could we just pretend not to love him?” 

Kezia was listening to this conversation and scrunched her eyes 
shut trying not to cry. Her Esmira was gone and she would be next in 
her family. 

“T would never pretend not to love you or Lydia or the twins,” said 
Rachael quietly. “And besides, they want me to mean it, not just pretend 
it. They want me and your Aunt Kezia to choose between Jesus and you 
children. I cannot do that. You are my children, and He is my Lord. If 
we all die, we will all go to live with Him.” 

“If the guards come for me, I will not go willingly,” stated Nathanael 
with determination. ; 

“Jesus went willingly to the cross for your sins. And He taught us 
not to hate.” 

“That was different. He isn’t here.” 

Rachael smiled at her son, “Oh, but He is here! Can’t you feel Him? 
When I pray, I feel like I am whispering in His ear.” 

Kezia agreed. That was just how it felt! 

“When Mydia or Zaccheus bring us food, it is as if He is bringing 


it to us. We know that the prayer groups have sent runners to find your 
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father. Jesus is guiding their feet. God took care of your friend Shua 
until he was found. And Zaccheus tells us that another little boy found 
a family to love him too. You see, He is here!” 

Corello came into the prison then and Rachael moved her son 
from the stairway. Kezia rolled over and sat up. The day had begun and 
she must face it and be strong for the others. Corello came to her and 
gave her some bread. He gave some to Rachael and Nathanael. Darcia 
shuffled out and grabbed hers from his hand. Nathanael went to the 
window to share his bread with Nebbish. 

“Tt is not much,” said Corello as he gave a large piece to Lydia. 

“Tt is better than nothing. Thank you.” Then she folded her hands 
about the bread. “Bless this food to my use and Your service. Amen.” 

“Why do you do that?” Corello had seen this so often. He brought 
them bread and they thanked their God. 

“Because Jesus took the bread and when He had blessed it, He broke 
it and gave it to His disciples. She broke off a piece of the bread and 
offered half of it to Corello. 

Corello wrapped his hand about her hand and the bread, “No. No, 
it is so little you must eat it all. I do not understand you people. We took 
your brother and sister and you offer me half your bread.” 

“Tt is only what Jesus would do.” 

“Even your own leaders did not believe he was a prophet. Why do 
you?” 

Lydia thought for a moment. “You are right, Kezia’s uncle feared 
Him. They had you Romans crucify Him--but He arose again from 
the dead. I believe in Him because He gave me new life, because He 
healed my Papa.” 

“You really believe that?” 

Lydia studied him for a moment, “With all my heart. Do you see 
the rose bush there just outside the window? It returns every spring from 
the death of winter. And I do believe that Jesus returned from the grave 
in the same way.” 

Corello was suddenly feeling very uncomfortable. “Look, I am sorry 
I pushed you the other day. And I wish I could have stopped Marcellus 
from striking your brother. What is happening here is wrong. My 
mother taught me better than this. By all the gods, I hate this job.” He 
pulled a scroll from his belt. “Do you know what this is?” 
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Lydia closed her eyes, and sighed. “Another proclamation from the 
governor? Or should I say another decision by the High Priest?” 

Corello crushed the center of the parchment in his fist. “... by all 
_ the gods.” 

Lydia took a deep breath and looked him square in the eye, “For 
whom?” 

Corello dropped his gaze from hers. “The lad.” 

The young girl began to sob, “Oh God! No!” She moved slowly to 
Nathanael and put her arms about him. He was petting Nebbish and 
the little mouse was startled and ran off. 

“Lydia, now you've done it!” accused Nathanael. “She was just 
finally letting me pet her.” 

Rachael was sitting next to Kezia when she heard the commotion. 
She moved toward her two remaining children. “Lydia, child, what is 
it?” But just as suddenly she knew too. She moved quickly to them and 
put her arms about them, trying desperately to shield them from what 
was to come. 

While she moved to her children, Corello went back to the stairs. 
Benito and Marcellus joined him. At the same moment, Kezia put her 
face to a corner and wept. She could not bear to see this happen again. 

As Corello read the script, Rachael tried to be heard over his voice. 
“By proclamation of the governor, will you renounce 


“No, no, no, no! Can you 


your faith in this man Jesus? 
not just leave us in peace? 


Are you prepared to give up 
We mean no harm to anyone. 


this child’s life for your faith? © 
Please do not take my baby. 


By order of the governor the 
I cannot renounce Jesus!” 


boy, Nathanael is summoned.” 


Benito and Marcellus came down the steps and took Nathanael 
from’ his mother’s arms. He began kicking and screaming. Kezia left 
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her corner and clung to the women. Darcia threw her bowl after the 
guards and screamed, “PIGS!” 

“Jesus loves you, Nathanael!” his mother called after him. “T love 
you! Be brave for your Father!” 

As Nathanael’s screams and protestations died down the hall, 
Rachael covered her ears and slid down to the floor sobbing. Lydia stood 
behind her mother’s prostrate figure looking at Corello. Corello turned 
and climbed the stairs. He stopped at the top. He hesitated and then 
he turned back to them, “I am sorry. I truly am... by all the gods. . .” 
He left them and locked the door. 

Outside the prison window, Zaccheus stood with his back to the wall 
of the building. When he had arrived he had heard the commotion and 
had decided not to let his presence be known. It could be too dangerous 
for those in the prison and if he were discovered, too dangerous for him. 
With Mydia so ill and Hiram and Onnua running the inn, who would 
bring food to those who were left here? Who would search for “Delia? 

When the noise died down, and he thought it was safe to call to 
them, he made his presence known. It took longer for anyone to come 
to the window. It was Kezia and Zaccheus had never seen her look so 
awful. Her skin was pasty against her dark hair. Her hair had not been 
combed or seen to and looked matted. Her eyes were blank. 

“What has happened? I heard a commotion?” 

Kezia just stared at him with eyes that seemed to have lost all life. 

“Have the guards taken... who did they take?” 

Slowly she forced her eyes to meet his. “Nathanael.” 

Apparently Amos going to his Uncle Caiaphas had made no 
difference. Zaccheus silently handed in the food he had brought and 
poured the water into the waiting vessel. He told Kezia that they all sent 
their love and he left this place of sorrow. Again he walked the streets 
looking for “Delia. Whereas it had been easy to think about where his 
son might have wandered to, it was impossible for him to think where 
‘Delia might have gone. She should have come home. She was old 
enough to know where home was. 

Inside the stone walls of the prison, Kezia gave some of the food to 
Darcia and set the rest aside. She sat with Rachael and Lydia and they 
all held one another and cried. When the sobbing stopped, Rachael 
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choked out, “I have the peace of knowing they are with Him. No more 
suffering, no more tears, no more cold or hunger.” 

The others nodded their agreement. If their faith was true, then this 
_ statement was true. 

“Tf they actually killed Nathanael,” came a voice from the corner. 
“Well, that’s a nice dream, but there’s no such place like heaven. I’ve 
lived a long time and there is no place that nice. Not even Herod’s 
palace. And when I was younger, I even saw that once.” 

Rachael tried not to let Darcia get to her. This was all hard enough 
without that. “Nathanael is with Jesus, and Heaven is all that and 
more.” 

“If they actually killed Nathanael maybe he will get to this heaven 
you speak of. If they do kill him, he will most likely be used as a torch 
for a Roman party. But if they do not kill him, he will be taken to Rome 
and Caesar will have another young boy to swim in his pool with him. 
I am sure that Caesar will find him a handsome lad.” 

Rachael did not want to think about the implications of Darcia’s 
words. “Nathanael is with Jesus, and Heaven is all that I have said and 
much more.” 


homens 


Zaccheus spent most of the rest of the day looking for “Delia and 
Jude. He inquired at Anna Elspeth’s home since she had so many 
children. He asked if they could watch for them. He checked in on 
Mahnoah and was pleased to find Amos there. The two men were 
discussing Amos working there, as he would feel worthless without 
some income, while they were in Bethany and Jerusalem standing vigil 
with his son’s wife. Y 

Mahnoah was urging Amos to take over the shop in lieu of his 
son Bartemaus doing it. Amos said he would love to help, but not run 
it without the older man’s guidance. Neither of them had seen the 
wayward ‘Delia. Mahnoah and Amos agreed that Amos would start 
the next day. Zaccheus suggested that he and Amos walk back to the 
inn together and much to his surprise, Amos agreed. 

They stopped by the prison on the way home for Amos to greet 
his daughter-in-law. Amos was very quiet after that. As hard as it had 
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been to accept the daughter of a former slave, he had grown fond of the 
girl. And his only granddaughter had been killed. He was beginning to 
feel the power of the faith these women had living in that prison. The 
women were sure that their time on this earth was not long. And they 
had said to him that to live was Christ and to die was gain. Amos knew 
that Paul had said these words and understood how powerful they were 
in this situation. Amos wanted that kind of faith, but he was having a 
little difficulty getting there. His strict Jewish and legalistic upbringing 
was making it hard for him to embrace this new faith with all his heart. 

The evening meal was quiet that night. Each person around the table 
was lost in their own thoughts about the situation in Jerusalem. Hiram 
was becoming more withdrawn, often eating alone in his kitchen. His 
daughter was in grave danger in Jerusalem, his wife was mortally ill here 
at the inn. His granddaughter was already lost to him. He had embraced 
the faith with the rest of the household. He had been baptized. But he 
had never been a demonstrative man. And now all this was making him 
even more withdrawn with his own thoughts. And when he finished his 
meal he would spend the rest of the evening spooning a little food into 
Mydia and encouraging her to eat as much as she could. His prayers at 
this time came haltingly from a heart that was too heavy even for this 
big man to bear. 

Shua was the only one in the house who was not as touched by all 
this as the others. Yes, he loved Kezia. But he thought surely God would 
take care of her, as He had Shua before he got home. That was enough 
for him. So he went off daily looking for his friend Ebbie to play with. 
They talked and played in the creek. Ebbie asked him all about his 
adventures in Jerusalem. Shua told him more about what happened to 
him in Jerusalem than he told his whole family. Shua enjoyed Ebbie, 
but he missed Little Simon. Nicodemus had promised to bring him for 
a visit but that had not happened yet. He wanted to ask his father about 
it but knew that all the adults were worried right now. He thought that 
Little Simon would enjoy playing in the brook with the two older boys. 
And if he brought his wooden boat, that would be even more fun. 

On the morrow, Amos prepared to go to work at Mahnoah’s shop. 
He offered to take the food and water to the three women who were left 
in the prison. Zaccheus wanted to search again for ‘Delia but Onnua 
reminded him that it was almost time for the taxes and that he needed 
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to get his books prepared. So Amos took the basket of food and the 
empty jug and walked up to Jerusalem. Eunice helped Onnua with 
some cleaning that had to be done. And the women were able thus to 
_ have a long visit. Part of that visit was spent in common tears and shared 
prayer for their mutual love of Kezia and her child. 


Pee fit 


Kezia was pleased to see her father-in-law again. They talked for a 
short time. Both because he was anxious about getting to the shop and 
because they both knew it was not good to linger long at the garrison 
for fear of discovery. She reached up and held his hand and they prayed 
together before he left. He was surprised how good it made him feel. 
Before he left a mouse showed up on the ledge. He was shocked that 
she reached out and talked to it. “Little Nebbish,” she said, “I shall have 
to feed you today.” She was talking to and feeding a mouse. How could 
he get her out of this place? 

As before Corello brought them food and as before he stopped to 
speak to Lydia. It was as though his heart was hungry for something 
and he was not sure what it was. He thought this young Jewish woman 
was beautiful with her curly black hair and bright blue eyes. And he 
admitted he was falling in love with her dimple. But it was her words 
that always made him think. She had actually seen the Prophet perform 
miracles. Was it possible? Well, he was certainly impressed by the fact 
that these women could give up their children rather than renounce 
their faith. Jesus meant that much to them. If he was that powerful, He 
must be important. But He had come to the Jews. What possible interest 
could He have in a Roman soldier? Even more, his own authorities said 
the man was dead. Why would these women put so much stock in a 
dead man? Or was He alive as they said? 

So daily he asked more questions. Even though he had taken her 
siblings, she was kind to him and answered his questions as well as she 
could. Sometimes she asked the woman Kezia for some information, 
but she knew a lot herself. He did not know when the next edict would 
come, but he was concerned that it would come for Lydia. 
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After he left that day, Darcia crawled over and squatted next to 
Lydia while she tried to comb out her hair with her fingers. “I saw you 
holding that plump red head’s baby while they were here.” 

“Yes. I enjoyed helping her with him. He has been a handful for 
her.” 

“If you let the Roman’s kill you too, you will never hold your own 
child. You will never feel the little life stirring inside you. You will never 
see your child run and pick flowers for you.” 

“I know. Darcia, I do want all of those things. But I want heaven 
more. I want to see my Savior’s face and walk by His side and hold my 
little Timon and Talya and Nathanael again.” Lydia looked out the 
window, beyond the rose bush and to the small square of sky she could 
see. 

“Tt took courage to do what “Delia -- was that her name? — did.” 

“Tt took more to do what Mother and Kezia have done. And what 
I must do.” 

“What will become of ’Delia?” Was Darcia just asking or was she 
really concerned? 

Lydia thought about that question. She had thought about it too 
when “Delia had left. She thought about it again when they heard that 
‘Delia had not gone home. “I hope that she will go home to Bethany 
and raise her child. But someday . . . who knows . . . maybe someday 
the world will be safe for her to profess her faith and not have to fear 
for the life of her child.” 

“And this Jesus of yours, will He take her back?” 

Lydia sighed; she was not a trained theologian. She only knew what 
she believed. “You have asked me a hard question.” 

“You think that is harder than ‘will you renounce your faith’?” 

“Yes, it is! God does not want us to love Him only when it is 
convenient and comfortable. But I do not believe that I serve an 
unforgiving God. So I hope and pray that, when and if, God will 
welcome her home again.” 

“You are right about one thing: this is neither a convenient nor a 
comfortable time to be called a follower of Jesus.” With these words 
Darcia pulled herself back to the dark corner where she lived. Now that 
Darcia had come out more often Lydia was able to get a better look at 
her. Her nails were long and cracked. Her hair was stringy, dirty and 
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probably had lice. Her face was a maze of lines but somehow Lydia 
thought she was not as old as she appeared. 

Lydia stood looking out the window absently working her fingers 
_ through her hair. Yes, she did want children someday. But she had met 
Jesus. She knew who He was. She could never turn her back on Him. 
Nebbish came out looking for food. She held out her hand to the little 
mouse. She scampered over her hand sniffing it for a tasty morsel. 
Finding none, she turned and ran off. 


Chapter Chirteen 


accheus was finding it harder and harder to leave the inn daily 
Wage search for “Delia. She was a grown girl. If she had wanted to 
come home, then she would have. Onnua speculated that she did not 
come home because she was embarrassed that she had saved herself by 
denying her faith. Zaccheus agreed that she was probably right. This 
did not make him worry any less for her. 

Amos went daily to Jerusalem to take food and water to the three 
women and work in Mahnoah’s jewelry shop. And though he had only 
met ‘Delia a few times, he kept watch for her as he walked about the city. 

One night on the way home he came across Nicodemus with his 
walking stick and Little Simon on their way to the Bethany inn. They 
recognized one another from the Temple and walked on together. 
Nicodemus had promised Little Simon a visit to Shua and he was 
keeping his promise. The men walked steadily but way too slow for 
Little Simon. He was always encouraging them to hurry a little faster. 

Amos, the strict father and former Pharisee, wanted to correct the 
boy for being rude. But then Amos remembered how strict he had been 
with his children and his father with him. So he told the boy he would 
race him to the curve in the path and off they went. Nicodemus and 
his walking stick followed slowly behind and watched the spectacle. 
He laughed when he got to Amos who was breathing hard from the 
sudden exertion. 

“T beat you!” 

“Did not!” 

“T think I did!” 

“You must be blind! I beat you by a league.” 

They were behaving like small children, which of course Little 
Simon was. But Amos was thinking he had never raced his own 
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children. What had he missed? And now his first grandchild was gone 
and he would never get to race her. He would never get to make her a 
special piece of jewelry for her Bat Mitzvah. Esmira. He choked back 
a tear and suggested a race to the next marker, a large rock. Maybe he 
could run away from the memory that threatened to choke him. Off 
they went laughing and pushing to get ahead. Nicodemus was joining 
in the laughter as he walked along behind them. 

In this manner they arrived at the inn, playing and laughing and 
hungry for dinner. Hiram and Onnua had prepared a fine meal for the 
inn guests and the family that was there gathered together to enjoy the 
company of their guest and his son. Shua was delighted to see his little 
friend. But he hardly recognized the boy. Hasmic had him cleaned up 
and into clothing that fit him. His hair had been shorn and combed 
and lost its wild look. 

While the adults did ‘adult talk’ at the table over glasses of wine, 
Shua and Little Simon slipped out to his room and played with Shua’s 
toys. Little Simon was so happy at the home of Nicodemus and Hasmic. 
And he really liked Min. She was especially nice to him. He had no 
memory of his real family. He knew how blessed he was to be in their 
home. And he was learning to love them. 

Simon did ask Shua what he knew about the man Jesus. He said 
that his new family talked about Him a lot but he did not understand 
why they wanted him to love someone he had never met. Shua told him 
what he knew but his personal knowledge was not much. 

Soon it was time for little boys to sleep and Onnua came to be sure 
they were ready for bed and then tucked them in. The boys talked for 
a minute after she blew out the lamp. Then soon they were breathing 
deeply in sleep. 

The adults were up later than the boys. Nicodemus brought word 
that John the Apostle had been arrested. He lamented that Jerusalem 
had become a dangerous place to profess a faith other than strict 
Judaism. Did he know of any way to help the women who were left in 
the prison? No, Nicodemus could think of no way to help them. He 
was intimately aware of Caiaphas’ ideas and knew it best to steer clear 
of the man. Amos knew that he was right. His own conversation with 
Caiaphas had been unproductive. He could not even save his daughter- 
in-law’s life even though he had begged that she be spared. Was it not 
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enough to take her child? Amos did not tell the others that he had not 
told Uncle Caiaphas about his own conversion. What good would it do 
but put him in prison too? 

The women slipped into the kitchen. They cried and prayed together. 
Eunice had been helping with Mydia and Onnua had been running the 
inn with only Hiram’s help. All of this had exhausted Onnua. But as 
Eunice pointed out, it also showed Onnua’s inner strength. With all 
that was happening here and in Jerusalem, Eunice was content that she 
had chosen to leave Clovese with her mother and Aunt Anne. Besides, 
they could use the young girl’s help. 


Ae aes 


Little Simon and Shua were up before Hiram. They gathered their 
wooden boats and took them outside. Then the two boys ran over to 
Ebbie’s house and called into his window. This woke him from a dream, 
but he hurried and dressed and they all went down to the creek. It 
promised to be a warm day and the boys left their sandals on the bank 
and waded into the cool water. 

Hiram woke and after seeing to Mydia’s comfort he went to the 
kitchen to prepare the morning meal. Amos joined him to pick up the 
basket for the women in the prison, and some bread for his walk to 
Jerusalem. Hiram smiled to himself. Amos was turning into a better 
man than the Pharisee who lived next to them in Jericho. A religious 
man was one thing, but a God-filled man was better any day according 
to Hiram. 

Hiram looked out the window and was pleased to see the boys 
playing so well together. There was splashing and shrieking and races in 
the water with the boats. He thought for a moment how fun a son would 
have been. But his daughter had been such a blessing. His daughter. 
How long would she be that? What if the next time they went to the 
cell to take supplies, she was dead? He could not, would not, think 
about that. It was unthinkable, just as unthinkable that his Mydia had 
a woman's disease and lay upon her bed dying. Moge shouts drew his 
attention to the window and the boys. He wondered where Jude and his 
mother were. He had loved the little curly red-haired child. Jude would 
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be in the creek playing with the boys. Why hadn’t she come home? They 
all thought of this inn as ‘Delia’s home. Where was she? 

Onnua came to the kitchen area. She looked tired. They all were. 
_ “Do you have some broth for Mydia?” 

“I have some just ready. Here is soft bread to dip into it. Thank you, 
Mistress Onnua.” 

Onnua heard the noise out back and looked out the window too. 
“Those boys are filthy!” 

“But, they are happy,” countered Hiram. “They do not have the 
worries we have.” 

Onnua knew he was right, of course, and touched his arm gently 
with her hand, and nodded her head in agreement. “Are any guests 
stirring yet?” 

“I have a meal almost ready.” 

Eunice came into the room just then and hugged her friend. “It is 
so good to be here and go through this time together. Is that for Mydia? 
Let me take it and you see to the guests. There are a few gathering in 
the great hall already.” Eunice took up the tray of broth and bread and 
headed for Mydia’s chamber. 

Hiram looked out again and saw that Nicodemus and Zaccheus 
were with the boys at the creek bank. Soon their sandals were kicked 
off and they too were in the water. Zaccheus’ son was home, and now 
he must pray hard for his daughter’s safety. 

By midmorning, Ebbie was called home and scolded for being so 
wet and dirty. The other four walked back up to the inn in the hope 
of finding breakfast. They had won a great victory at sea against Rome 
and the Philistines and they were hungry! 

Hiram fed them all in the kitchen muttering good-naturedly about 
the mess on his floor. Onnua came to the kitchen finding the mess as 
well. She had learned long ago that being shrewish about things like 
this was not appreciated by a man. So she accepted the wet and soiled 
garments and sent them all off to clean up. She stood next to the pile of 
dirty things and was not sure whether to laugh or cry so she laughed. 
Hiram joined her with a chuckle. It was good to smile in the midst of 
the heartache. 

Nicodemus enjoyed the company of the adults while Shua and 
Simon played together the rest of the day. An hour before sunset, it was 
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time for Nicodemus said goodbye. He had quietly and joyfully paid 
Hiram for his and Simon’s lodging and food. He knew that Zaccheus 
would not accept it. But he was a man of honor. Shua begged permission 
to walk to the edge of Bethany with his friend and it was granted with 
instructions he was to return straight away. 

It had been a good visit and had lifted everyone's spirits. 


f & ¢£ 


Several days had passed since Nathanael had been taken from the 
prison leaving only the women. It was early and Kezia and Rachael 
were sitting together for warmth and to pray quietly. Lydia had combed 
out her hair with her fingers and come to her mother for her to plait 
it. In an uncustomary show of friendliness Darcia had joined the little 
group of women. Rachael decided if she just spoke about Jesus in a non- 
threatening way, maybe Darcia would listen. 

“At a preaching meeting where John was speaking with us, each of 
the children accepted Jesus as Savior. Even little Timon and Talya,” she 
cleared her throat when she spoke their names, “understood about the 
love of Jesus, and Lydia of course already had met Him. It is against 
the law to do that, accept Jesus I mean. Kezia and I think that the 
authorities were sent to arrest our husbands. They came and dragged 
us into the street instead.” 

“Do you see this cross I wear?” continued Kezia. “They gave it to 
me and demanded that I spit on it and trample it in the dust. I held it 
up, kissed it, and put it to my heart. Jesus died for me on a cross. He 
did not reject me.” 

“So now only you two and Lydia are left. Some Savior he is!” 

Lydia stood and went to the window to see if Nebbish would come 
out to her. She had saved some of her food and was trying to entice the 
little mouse to come to her. She felt bad that Nebbish would still look 
for food and Nathanael was no longer here to give it to her. 

Corello entered the cell then and brought bread to the three women 
and then went to Lydia at the window. Darcia observed this and spoke 
low to the others, “That’s a peculiar one. Most of them just throw in the 
bread. Lately he’s been delivering it. I think he’s sweet on that Lydia of 
yours. But I doubt that will save her.” 
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“Good morrow, Lydia.” 

Lydia turned from the window and an unsuccessful wait for 
Nebbish. “Corello!” When she said his name it sounded as if she were 
truly glad to see him. 

Corello had something on his mind and he got right to it. “This 
Jesus you worship, is he man or a God?” 

Lydia thought a moment. She wanted to get her words just right, 
“He is God incarnate. That is the word the teachers use. God came to 
earth as man to better lead and teach His people.” 

“But He died. Like any man,” pointed out Corello. 

“Have you been here in Jerusalem long enough to know about the 
Passover celebration?” Corello nodded and she continued. “He gave His 
life willingly, as our Passover lamb, so that our sins could be forgiven. . . 
cleansed by His blood, and He rose and ascended to heaven.” 

“Is that worth dying for?” Corello really did not understand this. 

“He died for me.” 

“But you are so young. Have you no dreams?” 

“Every girl has dreams. I dream of a husband, tall, straight, strong 
and good. I dream of a family. Six children maybe.” 

“Six?” Why would anyone want six children? 

Lydia smiled at his question. There was that dimple again. “Four 
boys, two girls. And I want a large house facing the ocean with a whole 
garden of roses. But I do not want slaves. Aunt Kezia’s mother was a 
slave. People should not be treated that way. Rather we would have 
paid ‘helpers or servants. A servant of Jesus would never hold another 
in bondage.” 

“That’s why the Roman government considers you dangerous. 
Thinking like that could change the whole order of things.” 

“That is not why Kezia’s uncle thinks we are dangerous.” Lydia then 
wondered about Corello, had he always been a soldier. 

“And you, Corello, do soldiers dream? I mean, are you allowed a 
family?” 

Until he met Lydia Corello had never thought much about anything 
but being a soldier. “I never thought much about marriage. Just about 
being a soldier. Now, I’m not sure. I used to think Rome was a great 
power. But if Rome fears women and children . . . I don’t know. I just 
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don’t know. Maybe a wife and a farm would be good. A man could grow 
old raising . . . roses. Have you seen the blossom?” | 

“It’s just ready to bloom. So, did you bring me my meal today?” 

“Yes.” He paused and looked away from her. “But it will be easier 
for you if you don’t eat.” 

There was a long pause as the realization finally came to her. She 
took Corello by the chin and turned his face to her. “Is it another writ 
from the governor and High Priest Caiaphas?” 

Corello could feel her warm fingers on his cheek go cold. “I wish it 
were not so, I came early so you could say good-bye. So I could. . . by 
all the gods...” He turned toward the window. 

Lydia touched his arm gently. “Thank you, Corello. God will note 
your kindness. He will bless you for it. Perhaps . . . perhaps someday 
you will know the love of Jesus too.” Lydia walked with purpose to her 
mother. She took her mother’s hands and said, “Mother, pray with me 
that I will be strong.” 

“Why, Lyd...” Rachael didn’t finish the sentence but her eyes 
moved slowly to Corello who turned away ashamed. She clutched Lydia 
and a deep mournful wail came from deep inside her. “No! No!” 

“Mother, Mother, I love you so. In a little while, we will be together. 
I’m going to keep an eye on those ornery brothers and sister of mine. 
And I promise I'll watch little Esmira too!” she said looking to Kezia. 

“I wished so much for you, Daughter. But not this. Oh, dear kind 
and loving God, give my little Lydia all the strength and courage she 
will need to face this hour. I will not ask for her life, but only Your will. 
Amen. Lydia, your grandmother gave me on my eighteenth birthday 
a ruby ring. It was the color of those roses that you love so. On the 
eighteenth anniversary of your birth, I had planned to give it to you. 
Now that can never be. I wish I had it to give it to you today. You have 
shown maturity far beyond your years.” 

The door opened and Benito and Marcellus came into the prison. 

Rachael and Kezia both surrounded Lydia with their love and their 
arms. “Not yet!” whispered her mother into Lydia’s hair. “What ever 
happens--look only to Jesus.” . 

Rachael clung to her tighter as the guards descended the stairs and 
waited for Corello. 

“T love you, Lydia, child of my heart.” 
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Corello went to the stairs and took out the writ. 

“And I love you, Mother. And you, Aunt Kezia.” 

“Madam Rachael, wife of Cleopas,” began Corello. 

Lydia turned to Corello, “Corello, I am not a child. Ask the 
questions of me.” 

Corello was taken aback by Lydia’s request. He stopped and took a 
breath and then he began. It was very difficult for him to read the writ 
now. “By order of the governor, and the High Priest of Israel, will you 
renounce your faith in this man called Jesus?” 

Lydia looked him square in the eye and shook her head no. 

“Are you prepared to. . .” he coughed, “. . . are you prepared to die 
for your faith?” 

Lydia lifted her chin in defiance, “I am.” 

Corello gestured to Benito and Marcellus to take her. She stopped 
them with a gesture. 

Lydia went first to her mother and hugged her. “I love you. Mother, 
Aunt Kezia, feed little Nebbish for Nathanael’s sake.” Then she hugged 
Kezia who was sobbing. “It is not your fault, Aunt Kezia. I do this for 
my Lord.” Kezia nodded and wiped her tears with her shawl. 

Then Lydia turned and looked into the dark corner of the old crone. 
“T love you too, Darcia. I pray you will know Jesus too someday.” 

Surprisingly there was no answer. 

She faced the door and with great dignity and with courage began 
to climb the stairs. Benito and Marcellus and Corello followed her. 
Rachael moved to the steps as though she would call them back but 
stopped herself. The door was slammed and was locked. 

Rachael stood a long time looking up the stairs. “She was always 
the bravest of us all.” She turned and slid into a sitting position with 
her back against the wall that made up the stairs. 

Kezia sat down next to her and placed an arm gently about her 
shoulder. There were no words that could be spoken. 

A rustling sound accompanied Darcia coming and sitting opposite 
the women. “I had a child. A man child. I called him Jabok. He was 
not like that one, that daughter of yours. He had a mean streak, like 
his father, like my father. But I loved him. He murdered a man. He was 
sentenced to row in the galley ships. He is probably dead now. I would 
have liked to have held him one more time. To tell him I loved him. I 
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never did that you know. Not even when he was little. Maybe if I had 
told him. Maybe. I have never seen anyone go to death with so much 
courage.” She did not tell them of her other son. The one she bore to 
her second husband. 

Rachael looked up at Darcia through her tears. “God answers 
prayers.” 

“So pretty. Such a waste.” 

“T almost called them back. I’m so ashamed. If she had not been so 
brave, I would have.” 

“You are ashamed because you loved her? Does this Jesus of yours 
allow some mistakes? 

“Seventy times seven,” Rachael mumbled. 

“What?” 

“He will forgive not just once, but seventy times seven.” 

“Well, he’s certainly more forgiving than the Romans. And well 
above Caiaphas in that department.” 

And Kezia continued to cry, her tears falling silently down her 
cheeks. 

The women were silent for a moment and that silence was shattered 
by the sound of the key in the lock of the door. Corello entered carrying 
a rose from the bush. He came down the stairs and stood over Rachael 
and Kezia. As he came down, Darcia scurried away from him. “I’m not 
supposed to do this, but after today it doesn’t seem to matter.” 

“What?” 

“T wanted you to know that I arranged for Lydia to . . . for Lydia to 
die quickly. She did not suffer. And no one laid a hand on her! I swear! 
She died with courage and with the name of Jesus on her lips.” 

Tears ran down Rachael’s cheeks as she nodded and said, “Thank 
you, Lord. And you, Corello.” 

“Here is her cross. She said that her Abba had whittled it for her. | 
thought you would want it.” 

Rachael did not know that Lydia had worn this tiny wooden cross 
near her heart since the day that Cleopas had given it to her. 

“Would you like to keep it?” asked Rachael of the Roman soldier 
that had befriended her daughter. “You could accept Jesus as your Lord, 
rather than Caesar. Lydia, Kezia, and I prayed that you would.” 

Corello hesitated. “No, no you better keep it.” 
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“All right.” Rachael took the small wooden cross and tied it about 
her neck and dropped it under her tunic. It was still warm, but was that 
from Lydia or Corello’s warmth? 

Corello then handed Rachael the rose he carried. “She asked me to 
bring you one of the roses. She said you would understand.” 

Rachael put the rose blossom to her nose, and then sobbed into it. 
“She loved them so.” 

“I do not know what will happen to you two now. They planned to 
embarrass you; especially you Mistress Kezia. They planned to use you 
as an example and prove your faith false. But your example will not help 
their cause. You have embarrassed them.” 

Rachael stood slowly. She took the young man’s hand. “Thank you 
for your kindness. I do forgive you for your part in this. If you pray, 
God will also forgive you.” 

“Good-bye, Madam, good-bye.” Corello hurriedly climbed the stairs 
and relocked the prison door. Rachael watched after him as though she 
sensed something was working in his soul. She prayed in her heart that 
if any good could come from her daughter’s death, might it be that this 
soul could be won. 

Darcia came from the corner and stood near her looking up the 
steps. “I knew that was a peculiar one. He'll never make it as a soldier. 
He’s too soft.” 

“He would make it as a soldier of the cross. Tomorrow, my children, 
we will be together forever.” 

Kezia drew her knees to her chest and crossed her arms on them. 
She rested her head there. It was too much. Why had Uncle Caiaphas 
done this and stil] not come for her? 


Chapter Fourteen 


he early morning quiet of the prison had its own sounds if you 

listened. Kezia was used to the dripping. She could hear the same 
man in another cell coughing. She had taken to praying for him when 
he coughed. Sometimes there were spasms that sounded like he was 
going to cough up his insides. Today she could hear Nebbish searching 
for food. And always Darcia snoring. Today Rachael was crying softly. 
Kezia had only lost her one child; all of Rachael’s children were gone 
now. She tried not to hate Bartemaus’ uncle, but it took all the will she 
had. 

She could now hear Rachael mumbling. She was praying as she 
always did in the morning. Kezia quieted her breathing so she could 
hear. 

“It is almost morning. Sleep has eluded me this night. Prayer has 
been my only companion. Soon I shall join my children in the presence 
of my God, and see my Savior face to face.” Rachael wasn’t praying. She 
was talking to herself. 

Kezia heard her sit up against the wall and then she began to pray. 
“Father, God of Love, who has given me such courage thus far, grant 
me courage for this one more day. I feel such a joy at the thought that 
I might be coming into your presence today, and such terror facing 
the death that will bring me there. If I could but have a portion of the 
courage of the Lion of David, it would be enough. If my only honor is 
that I have honored God, then I am blessed. I have received life’s portion 
of sorrow and joy and through it all, God has been my solace. Dear 
God, do not let me lose what I have worked for. Takeymy children, take 
my life, I will win my full reward. Give us joy in this last hour. May 
our joy be complete in this: we have loved one another; we have kept 
Your commandments. Watch over my dear Cleopas and your servant 
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Bartemaus. Protect and bless their work. Guard my and Kezia’s last steps 
to You, and help Darcia find her way as well. In your precious and holy 
name I pray, amen.” 

Kezia rolled over to her friend and hugged her. “Thank you for your 
prayer. The last few days, I cannot form the words I need to say.” 

*I know. You must not blame yourself for any of this. We all knew 
the risks of worship and meeting. But our husbands are still preaching, 
and that is a blessing. I would like to see Cleopas again before... before, 
but we will see one another in heaven and that will have to do.” 

“We are not dead yet. There is still hope. Maybe, as Corello said, 
we have embarrassed my uncle and he will not need our deaths for 
anything.” 

“But with my children gone to heaven, I would rather join them.” 

“But Cleopas will be back.” 

“I am not sure that I could face that fine man with the children 
dead. He loved his children, all of them, even Lydia. I sometimes 
thought that he loved her best. She it was who brought us together.” 

The key grated in the lock and the women grasped each other and 
Rachael whispered, “Courage, Lord, courage.” 

Benito and Marcellus entered. Benito was carrying the familiar 
writ. He unrolled it to read. 

The women had stood and were waiting at the base of the stairs. 
“Where is Corello?” Rachael questioned the men. 

“His bed was empty this morning and his gear gone. The coward 
has deserted. He will be found and dealt with.” 

They looked at one another. Lydia’s death had had an effect on 
Corello. 

Benito stepped forward and began to read. “Madam Kezia, (So here 
it was then) wife of Bartemaus, an enemy of the state, by proclamation 
of the governor and the high priest, will you renounce your faith in this 
man Jesus? 

“NO!” 

“If you renounce your faith, then you and Rachael, wife of Cleopas, 
an enemy of the state, are free to go. If you do not renounce your faith, 
then Rachael, wife of Cleopas an enemy of the state, will die. What say 
you?” 


The women looked at each other, had they heard him right? 
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“Madam Kezia, wife of Bartemaus, speak or your friend will die.” 

“T cannot renounce my faith. But take me for that!” 

“No, this is not her decision!” broke in Rachael. “I speak for me 
and I will not renounce my faith. Take me if you will, but it is not her 
choice.” 

Marcellus was not sure what to do with this, for he had had very 
specific instructions on this point. As he wondered about this, the two 
women were hugging and crying and speaking quietly together. The 
black haired one with the blue eyes was insisting. The one who was the 
leader was shaking her head. 

“My friend, I believe that when Jesus asked us to take up our cross 
and follow Him, He meant that we should come with him to die. am 
not afraid to join my children.” Suddenly, Rachael stepped forward, 
“She will not renounce her faith. Take me. Blessed are those who are 
persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of Heaven.” 

Marcellus looked to Kezia. She had been the strong one. She had 
been the one that Old Caiaphas had wanted to crack. But here Kezia 
stood with tears dripping down her face. The old goat had finally won, 
Marcellus thought. “Madam, give mea sign that you would rather hold 
on to Jesus than to save your friend’s life.” 

Kezia turned from them, one hand to her face, the other indicating 
they must go. Rachael clutched that outstretched hand and embraced 
her friend. “I forgive you, this was the only choice. I will be with my 
children. That is comfort enough. You will come soon, I wish it were not 
so, but you will join us. Remember that this was my choice.” Rachael 
quickly took Lydia’s cross from her neck and gave it to Kezia. 

Rachael felt Benito’s hand on her arm. She kissed the back of Kezia’s 
hair and moved to the steps of her own volition. “Blessed are those 
who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of 
Heaven.” She repeated this as she climbed the stairs. 

Kezia collapsed on the floor and pawed at her hair with her hands. 
She rocked as her body was shook by spasm. 

Darcia, who had been a silent witness to this, crawled forward and 
put her hand gently on Kezia’s back. With her othershand she chewed 


at the knuckle that was clutching and twisting the corner of her shawl. 
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Later that morning Amos came to the window to deliver the food 
and water that was his daily chore on the way to Mahnoah’s shop. This 
morning an ugly, old woman with long nails and shaggy matted hair 
came to the window. He had not seen her before or even been aware of 
her presence, so her visage startled him. “Where are Kezia and Rachael? 
And who are you?” 

“Iam no one. Kezia is here, but Rachael is gone now.” 

“Taken by Caiaphas?” 

The old hag nodded. 

“Can. I see Kezia?” 

The hag moved away from the window and Amos could hear words 
being spoken but they were too low to make out. He heard someone sob. 
He looked about to see if anyone had noticed him squeezed in behind 
the rose bush. 

“Popa Amos.” 

Amos could not believe his eyes for Kezia looked so... so... 
something. Her eyes were puffy and vacant. Her hair was all askew. It 
was obvious that she had been crying. 

All Amos could say was, “I brought you food.” 

She nodded and accepted it through the bars and passed it to the 
hag. 

“What has happened, Daughter?” It was the first time that he had 
used that word speaking to her, but his heart was flooded with love for 
this child. 

Kezia noticed it too and smiled a tiny bit. “They took Rachael this 
morning. Now I am alone but for Darcia. I will die soon.” She reached 
up to him and he took her small hand in his. This was also a first. She 
was surprised how much like Bartemaus’ hand his was. “Please tell 
everyone at the inn how much I love them.” She stood on her tip toes 
and kissed his hand. “That is for Bartemaus, and Momma and Popa 
and Mother Eunice and,” she began to cry again, “and all of them there 
and, she kissed his hand again, “and for you, Poppa Amos.” 

Amos began to cry too. Amos had tried not to like the daughter of 
a former slave from the house of his enemy, but now he knew that he 
loved this wonderful girl. 

“Have them pray that in my last hour I am brave, and love Jesus 
to the end.” He nodded. Amos had accepted Jesus as Savior, but could 
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he do what this woman-child was being asked to do? He searched his 
heart and found it wanting. 

Before Amos left he said the words that he and Kezia had believed 
would never happen. He told his daughter truthfully that he loved her 
and was blessed to have had her for a daughter-in-law. 

After he left, Darcia tried to get Kezia to eat. She would not. Darcia 
knew that it would choke her in her present state of despair. Darcia did 
however feed little Nebbish. The mouse was growing used to anyone 
feeding her. She even allowed Darcia to stroke her fur with a gnarled 
finger. 

Amos went on then to Mahnoah’s shop and spent the rest of the 
morning in the back room, pacing, and praying, and crying. Mahnoah 
sat in the front room praying with and for his new friend. 


Chapter Fifteen 


mos waited until after dinner and Shua had been put to bed to 

tell the others about the situation at the prison. He tried hard to 
control his emotions about the events he had heard about and witnessed. 
Once he had been a callous man but recent events had brought out the 
heart of this former Pharisee. 

Eunice suggested that maybe there was still hope for Kezia, but 
the others stared at her with empty hearts and sad eyes. Everyone at 
the table also knew that their fate could lie in the same direction. They 
who were also followers of Jesus were in as much danger. And Caiaphas 
knew where they lived. None of them had been as outspoken as Kezia 
and Bartemaus, but they all believed. 

Amos shared that she had sent a farewell kiss to each of them. They 
all knew that they could not go to the prison and say goodbye. It was 
decided that in the morning they would each tell him a word or two 
for him to carry to Kezia on his way to the shop. 

As they got ready to go off to bed they all heard a heavy pounding 
on the gate. It startled them for they had been talking about how 
precarious it was for all of them. Zaccheus chose to be the one to go to 
the gate. He calmed some guests who were camped in the courtyard as 
he threaded his way through them and to the gate. 

He called over the gate, “Who goes there at this hour?” 

“A friend. Please open. I have news.” 

“News? What news brings you out in the middle of the night when 
the gates are closed?” 

“1 am Thadeus and I bring word about a mutual friend. Is that 
Master Zaccheus who bars the door?” 

~ Zaccheus looked back over his shoulder at Onnua who stood in 
the door with a lamp. She nodded. He lifted the bar on the door and 
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opened the gate enough to look out. It was indeed Thadeus and he was 
alone. “Come in, come in, lad.” 

Onnua went back inside and immediately to the kitchen to prepare 
some of the leftover lamb and vegetables for their guest. She poured 
a cup of wine and hurried to the great room where the others were 
gathered about the runner. It had to be news of Bartemaus and Cleopas. 

She set the food before the young man, and he said a hurried grace 
over it and began to consume it with vigor. It was obvious that he was 
ravenous. 

When he slowed down on the food, they plied him with questions. 
Yes, they had located Bartemaus and Cleopas. They were finishing their 
work and would be coming soon. Eunice and Onnua exchanged looks. 
It was too late for Rachael and it would probably be too late for Kezia 
too. But at least they were coming. 

Onnua offered to make up a bed in Shua’s room for Thadeus to 
spend the night and he gratefully accepted. Hiram went to tuck in 
Mydia, and Amos and Eunice said good night. It was good news. But 
it was too late. 


FORE ORE 


Kezia could hear the beating of her own heart in the early morning 
hours. It was doing a rhythm with the dripping. Beat, beat, drip, beat, 
beat, drip. She so wanted to pray but could not form words in her 
tattered mind. She sighed deeply. One of the teachers -- who was it? -- 
had told them that the Holy Spirit would pray with groanings, too deep 
for words, when you were not able to. She believed that was true now. 

Uncle Caiaphas had warned her at her wedding. But did he have 
to have all of them killed just to prove a point to her? Apparently so, 
for she was the only one left. She smiled as a tear ran down her cheek. 
They had, all but “Delia, stood on the word of God as shown them by 
Jesus the Messiah. So, who had won? Bartemaus told her that Paul had 
said that he was running the race. That he was pushing to victory. He 
had also said that to live was Christ and to die was gain. If she could 
just hold on to these words until the end, she would have her victory. 

Nature finally caused her to stretch and get up from the cold, damp 
floor. As she went to the waste corner, she asked herself what type of 
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bed there would be in heaven. Then she asked herself if there would be 
a bed in heaven. 

Kezia had not eaten much the day before and as she passed Darcia 
to go to the window, Darcia offered her some of the food Amos had 
brought. She took some and nodded her thanks and stood at the window 
looking at the rose bush. It was in full bloom today. She remembered 
that she had thought they would be here long enough to eat the rose 
hips, but knew now that would not be. 

Nebbish scurried out looking for her daily offering and Kezia fed her 
a few morsels. She wanted to tell the little mouse that they would all be 
gone soon and there would be new people in here. They would not know 
that she would expect food. But she did not say the words. Her heart 
was too heavy. Perhaps the little mouse sensed something was wrong for 
she stood on her back legs washing her face and watching the woman. 

Kezia’s hand went to the cross about her neck and clung to it. The 
smaller one that Cleopas had made was inside her tunic. 

She started only slightly as the door was opened. She heard the 
guards enter. This time they came for her. Darcia had been ignored by 
them, they had no food, but they did have the scroll. Marcellus began 
to read to her back. 

“By order of the governor and the high priest Caiaphas, you are 
ordered to renounce your faith in Jesus or be taken hence and executed.” 

Kezia turned slowly to them. She felt more peace than she thought 
possible. “I do not and will not renounce my faith. Take my child, take 
my loved ones, you will not get what you want from me.” 

“Are you prepared to die for your faith?” 

Kezia raised her chin in defiance. “I am prepared to die, and gladly 
for my Lord.” E 

Benito came down the steps toward her. “Come with us!” 

Suddenly Darcia was at her side. “Can the executioner wait a 
moment while I say good-bye?” 

Benito shrugged and waited on the stairs. Darcia pulled Kezia away 
from them a few steps and whispered to her, “Quickly, what must I do 
to have this faith?” 

Kezia smiled and cried at the same time. “Ask God to forgive your 
sins. Invite Jesus into your heart. Believe that you are saved.” 

“T can do that. God go with you.” 
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“And with you.” 

On impulse Kezia pulled the small cross that Lydia and Rachael 
and she had all worn from about her neck and placed it on Darcia. 
“Lydia and her mother would want you to have this. Pray for me to 
remain strong. Pray for Corello’s safety. I'll pray for you and ask Jesus 
to be your guide.” 

“No one ever gave me anything before. You have given me so much.” 
Darcia began to cry. 

“Madam, you are summoned!” commanded Marcellus. 

Kezia gestured to him and said more forcefully than she had felt 
all morning, “I come!” Kezia turned to Darcia. “God loves you. Never 
forget that God loves you.” Then she hugged the old woman and realized 
how thin she was. Kezia clutched her own cross between her fingers 
and began to climb the stairs. “Blessed are those who are persecuted 
for righteousness’ sake for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” It was the 
words Rachael had said and they seemed right. They also centered her 
mind on Christ. 

She looked back as she neared the door to see Darcia kneeling on 
the floor before the window and a sun beam falling on the old woman. 
“God . . . recently, before today, I only used your name for cursing. Now 
Task You... to forgive me my sins. . .” 

The door to the cell slammed shut. 


Chapter Sixteen 


ezia had not thought about what had happened to the others once 
K they were beyond the cell door. She justified this only in that if she 
did not think about it, it would not make her go mad. Now she thought 
about it. How would they kill her? Who said that the living was easy 
and the dying was hard? Or was it the other way around? She repeated 
the phrase for righteousness’ sake to remind her that heaven was the end 
of the journey, no matter where that journey took her. 

She was concentrating so hard on her Jesus that she was not sure 
where she was. The guards had opened a door. The bright light was 
almost too much for her eyes used to the dinginess of the prison. They 
were leaving the prison for the place of execution. 

Suddenly a rough hand was at her back and she was pushed out 
the door and she was rolling down the steps. Then she heard gales of 
laughter from her former captors. What did this mean? 

When she got to her knees, realizing one was bruised, she asked, 
“Why am I here? What’s happening?” 

Marcellus laughed even harder, “You are free, go on get out of here!” 
and he waved his hand that she should leave. 

“But you said I would die.” 

“We lied.” 

“Are the others also alive?” 

“No, because of your stubbornness, they are all quite dead.” 
Marcellus and Benito laughed some more. 

Kezia was very confused. Why had they done this? “Please, I am 
ready to die. I beg you!” 

“The High Priest decided that you were too willing to let your child 
and your friends die. He decided that since you would not bend to his 
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will, he would let you live and remember all those who died.” There was 
more laughter as they went to close the door. 

“Please, don’t leave me like this. I beg of you! Let me go to my 
Savior.” 

“Go home!” there was more laughter and the sound of the door 
closing. 

Kezia collapsed on the steps and wept as she had not wept before. 


f & ¢£ 


“Have you finished with the old man’s orders?” demanded Marcus 
Tiberius coming from his chamber. 

The men stopped their laughter, came to attention, and Marcellus 
answered that indeed, their orders had been carried out. 

“Has Corello been found yet?” 

“No, sir, the troops are still looking for the coward.” 

Marcus Tiberius blamed himself for Corello’s desertion. If he had 
not sent the man into the dungeon to learn what was going on, he would 
not have been influenced by them. Whatever these people had, it held 
a tight grip on them. 

“There is still an old woman in the cell, is there not?” Marcus 
Tiberius asked of Marcellus. 

“Yes, sir!” 

“Get her out of there and clean out the cell. We are well shed of the 
women in there.” 

“What would you have done with the old woman?” 

Marcus was tired. This had been a long few days for him. “Put her 
out, but do not harm her.” 

The men went to the cell, now empty of young women and children 
and called into the dark for the old lady. “Old woman, come out! We 
need this cell for real criminals.” 

Darcia stood and looked about the room. There was nothing here 
that she cared to take with her. But as she moved toward the door she 
heard a little squeak. She went to the window ledge and scooped up the 
mouse and tucked it into her pouch. 

She was then led to the outside door and sent out of it. There she 
found Kezia, up against the corner of the building, her legs tucked up 
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against her chest. “I thought you were dead.” Kezia looked at her but 
did not answer. Darcia had no where to go, but she knew that people at 
the inn in Bethany cared about this girl. “Come on, I’ll get you home 
to Bethany.” She pulled the girl to her feet and supporting her as best 
she could, they started for home. 
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Definitions: 


Nebbish: A small thing 


Baruck: 
Cubit: 


Fuller: 


The Hebrew table Grace 

A cubit was a length measurement from, a man’s finger 
tips to his elbow. 

One who works with cloth to make pure, laundered 
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Bi ographies 


Dale Herron 

Dale Herron has been illustrating books for over 20 years. He is a 
graduate of the Columbus College of Art & Design and lives with his 
wife and son in Circleville, Ohio. Dale highly enjoys a good tale to 
illustrate. He is also passionate about the relevance of Biblical truth to 
contemporary life. Dale continues to provide work for a growing list of 
independent authors, illustrating adult, teen, and complete children’s 
books. To see a gallery of his work, please visit www.daleherron.com 


Susan Perkins: Pastor, Author, Forgiven, Wife, Actor, Survivor 


Promises: 

Pastor: Susan Perkins was called into Christian Ministry in 1966. 
She completed a Master of Divinity degree in 1977. While at United 
Theological Seminary she wrote and performed her first Biblical 
monologue for an evangelism class. After ordination she was a pastor 
in small Ohio communities. She wrote and performed many chancel 
dramas and numerous monologues. This form of storytelling is an effort 
to bring the Gospel and Old Testament stories to life. One of these 
monologues became the first book of the Promises Series. 


Passover Promises: 

Author: Susan Perkins has been writing stories since she could hold a 
pencil. First it was short stories to entertain the children she baby-sat. 
Then she wrote back yard plays. When it was possible, Susan wrote 
stories for high-school and college assignments. When she was pastor to 
her churches, she wrote plays for the different liturgical seasons. Promises 
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was written as a gift for her husband, Robert. The rest of the series was 
a gift of love to you. 


Forgiving Promises: 

Forgiven: Susan Perkins has been preaching Christ crucified and risen 
for thirty-five years. She never ceases to be amazed that while yet a 
sinner, Christ died for her. (And all of you!) When she sees pictures or 
movies of the Crucifixion, she pats her chest and reminds herself, “He 
did it for me!” “ 
that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, among whom I 
am foremost...” 1 Timothy 1:15 


It is a trustworthy statement, deserving full acceptance 


Love Promises: 

Wife: Not every woman is blessed enough to marry one good man. 
God gave to Susan A. Fleming-Perkins in marriage two good men. 
Toby Fleming was a gentle, salt of the earth person. God, his family, 
and his community were his top priorities. Although Robert Perkins 
met Susan in seminary and officiated at the marriage ceremony of Toby 
and Susan, it wasn’t until after Toby’s death that their friendship took 
on new meaning as his quick sense of humor made Susan laugh again 
and move on from the sad place Toby’s death had created. 


Prison Promises: 

Actor: Susan Perkins was in college when she discovered her favorite 
play and role: Lizzie in The Rainmaker. She loved the challenge of 
Regina in The Little Foxes and a grandmother in Over the River and 
Through the Woods. All of these are a long way from staging plays for 
her family using her dolls as actors. Most recently she performed as Mrs. 
Rudyard Kipling in My Boy Jack and discovered the depth needed to 


become an historical person other than her Biblical monologues. 


Edwards Brothers Malloy 
Thorofare, NJ USA 
March 21, 2016 
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Book 5 of the Promises Series 


“Prison Promises is the fifth volume in the Promises Series. In this most poignant of the ‘Promises’ 

books to date, author Susan Perkins explores the depths and intensity of what it means to 

follow Jesus. Her own experiences as a survivor, as a believer, and as one who has known loss 

and found love bring a sense of realism and immediacy to any mature consideration of the cost 

of Discipleship. Warning: This story of faith in the early Christian community could change 
your life forever.” 

G.W. (Bill) Pursley 

Rector Saint John’s Episcopal Church, Lancaster, Ohio 

Chaplain (MAJ-RET) Ohio Army National Guard 


Kezia, Rachael, “Delia, and their children are now in prison because of their faith in Jesus. 
Caiaphas has arrested them to test Kezia’s resolve. 

Shua, Zaccheus and Onnua’s young son, is alone on the streets of Jerusalem. Will his Godly 
training help him or will he do what he must to survive? Will his family ever find him? 
Marcus Tiberius is the Roman Centurion in charge of the prison. His beautiful wife Navia is 
barren and longs for a child. Marcus Tiberius is forced to work with Caiaphas to stamp out this 
“follower of Jesus” problem. Can he actually kill women and children? 


Pastor, Author, Forgiven, Wife, Actor, Survivor 


Actor: Susan Perdins was in college when she discovered her favorite 
play and role: Lizzie in The Rainmaker. She loved the challenge of 
Regina in The Little Foxes and a grandmother in Over the River and 
Through the Woods. All of these are a long way from staging plays for 
her family using her dolls as actors. Most recently she performed as 
Mrs. Rudyard Kipling in My Boy Jack and discovered the depth needed 
to become an historical person other than her Biblical monologues. 
Watch for Finding Promises coming soon. 


Susan would love to hear from you. PromisesSeries@aol.com 


Susan with Pollyanna Mary Valentine and Neal 
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